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Marjory Wildcraft: Hello and welcome to the Homegrown Food Summit. My name Marjory 
Wildcraft and I’m your guide on this journey with all of these different 
adventures we’re getting to go on. Today we have such an amazing 
lineup of people for you.  

 I hope you catch that presentation by Stephen Scott on how to save 
seeds or possibly if you’re a beginner to hunting deer then Jackson 
Landers is going to help you out. I was quite amazed to find out that you 
should not hunt from a tree stand if it’s the first time ever hunting. We 
have Bernstein of course with aquaponics and then also how to preserve 
food with fermentation with Wardy. That’s another amazing one.   

 Right now we are going to go down and spend some time with Julia 
Parker who’s working with a group of kids down in the valley there. Julia 
Parker-Dickerson has a master’s degree in education. She’s the director 
of education programs for the National Gardening Association. She has 
over a decade of practical experience in the field of education. She’s also 
worked on a variety of classroom settings across the United States. 

 She moved to Vermont in 2009 and joined the team at KidsGardening.org 
which is a part of the National Gardening Associations work. She works 
with new and established youth and community gardens throughout the 
country. She conducts workshops and presentations for educators at the 
national and at international conferences.  

 She also serves as the editor for the national newsletter which is called 
Kids Gardens … Kid Garden News. She runs several national and 
international garden grant programs. This woman’s busy, but believe me, 
she knows what she’s talking about with Kids Gardens. I think you’re 
really going to enjoy the survey of different ways to get youth involved 
with growing food. Here’s Julia Parker Dickenson. 

Julia Parker: Welcome to KidsGardening.org’s presentation, Youth  Gardening: Get the 
Next Generation Growing. KidsGardening.org is a resource of the national 
non-profit National Gardening Association. Hello, my name is Julia Parker 
Dickerson. I’m the director of education programs at KidsGardening.org 
and I’ll be guiding you through this presentation today. 

 If you’re watching this presentation you may already be involved in a 
youth garden or a youth garden program in your neighborhood. For those 
of you who are not what is a youth garden? A youth garden is any garden 
designed to engage children ages zero to 18 in gardening and plant based 
education activities. 
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 You may be wondering, what’s the difference between a youth garden 
program versus a youth garden? A youth garden is a place that’s more 
permanent where children, their families and community members have 
a location that they come back to year after year to plant and to grow 
and to harvest. 

 Youth garden programs are more mobile. They happen in different 
locations, sometimes in community gardens or botanic gardens. Often 
these programs happen indoors and after school programs where 
students start seeds, but end up planting those seedlings at home or in 
their community garden space. 

 Youth gardens are everywhere. From college and university campuses to 
government properties like libraries, parks, community centers. You 
could also find a lot of youth gardens at botanic gardens. There’s often 
special sections dedicated to youth and engaging children in meaningful 
activities. 

 To get involved in one of these youth gardens you might have to do some 
digging. That means connecting with your extension master gardeners 
service, sometimes looking at bulletin boards or asking members of the 
community about your local youth garden. 

 If you’re looking to establish a youth garden or perhaps you’re already 
involved with one there are some basic types of gardens. For outdoor 
you’ve got in-ground, raised beds, containers and for indoor windowsill 
and grow light gardens.  

 You can see examples in the pictures on the side here. For locations that 
have long winters indoor growing is almost essential to making sure that 
students see the process from seed to plant.  

 Let’s explore the different types of gardens that one can establish or 
perhaps expand upon. In-ground gardens are a traditional garden that’s 
dug right into the ground. Here you can see an example of a school 
courtyard transformed into a growing outdoor classroom. What an 
amazing change. The trick her is that if you’re growing food right into the 
ground you’re going to need to have a soil test. Let’s explore some of the 
pros and cons.  

 Let’s explore those benefits and challenges of in-ground gardens. Here 
we have two images of in-ground gardens with very different types of 
things growing. In the top imagine you’ll see a spiral herb garden just 
starting to come out of the ground and a fairy garden. These are all 
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perennials and are coming up and in the bottom you’ll see an edible 
garden growing.  

 The benefits is that there’s a lower materials cost. You may just have to 
worry about purchasing the right plants or getting the plants from your 
neighborhood. There’s also the benefit of having a flexible size and 
shape. You may want to put things in a spiral or a triangle or just have a 
standard rectangle for your garden. 

 The challenges of in-ground gardens may be that the soil may need 
significant amending and tilling. First off you want to do a soil test to find 
out if the soil is contaminated and if it does have appropriate nutrient 
levels for what you’re trying to grow. This is the case for any garden, 
youth, school or home. 

 Another problem can be weeds. Weeds are a little tougher to get out of 
the ground versus inside a raised bed. The last thing you want to consider 
of course is fencing and protection from critters. Some folks have 
significant problems with deer and other folks have problems from 
critters generally speaking. These are things to consider as you put your 
garden directly in the soil. 

 If you’re looking to grow food, herbs or anything, anywhere raised beds 
are a great option for you. Made from materials such as rot resistant 
wood, concrete blocks, recycled plastic or wood type products, raised 
beds can meet just about any need. 

 If you look in the pictures you could see that there’s circular garden beds, 
concrete blocks and even the traditional raised bed made of wood. In all 
of these instances you can control the type of soil that you’re using to 
accommodate the needs of the plants and weeding is a lot easier. 

 Let’s look at some of the pros and cons. At KidsGardening.org we love 
raised beds. Raised beds have so many benefits for gardeners of all ages. 
First of all raised beds are easy to cultivate and weed. There’s no need to 
use a tiller. All you may need to do is add soils and you can use hand tools 
to weed the garden.  

 Raised beds are also easily accessible for all age levels including students 
with different ability levels. Student who need to sit, students who can 
stand can all reach a raised bed. It’s just a matter of adjusting the height. 

 One challenge that we face at KidsGardening.org is building gardens in 
impossible places where there isn’t much greenery such as the middle of 
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New York City or Los Angeles. Raised beds can be built over compact soil 
or on top of concrete and asphalt surfaces. 

 With raised beds you want to make sure that you’re filling them with 
good nutrient rich soil. This can be purchased in bulk or in bags. Raised 
beds also have the benefit of protecting coveted edibles from running 
feet. If you’re ever worked at a school, been to a school or worked with 
children you know that children love to run around the gardening space.  

 We want to protect our fruits and vegetables by providing them with a 
designated spot and this is something that raised beds can help you with. 
Any raised bed can be converted into a mini greenhouse or a cold frame. 
This is especially important in the northern states of the country where 
you can extend the growing season on both ends by adding a simple 
frame and plastic. 

 With raised beds you also have fewer drainage problems than traditional 
beds, especially in-ground where often your garden can get flooded. 
That’s something to consider as well. The challenge of the raised bed is 
always going to be the cost because you’re going to be adding the cost of 
lumber or materials and then you have to calculate the soil cost. Those 
are things to consider.  

 A container garden is a great low-cost option. Anything that will hold soil 
and has good drainage can be a wonderful place to grow tomatoes, 
flowers, herbs, anything you’d like. We’ve grown in just about everything. 
wheelbarrows, buckets, baskets, an old bathtub. Here are some great 
pictures of some inventive ways to grow different types of plants. 

 A Whisky barrel here at the bottom of the screen, is a great place to put 
Marigolds and different types of plants. What you’re going to need of 
course is soil. In the second picture you’ll see that folks are growing in 
plastic containers that you pick up at a hardware store. These can be 
cleaned out, put drainage holes inside and you can grow anywhere. 

 If you’re looking for something really aesthetically pleasing check out the 
terracotta pots at the top of the screen. If you purchase a few of these 
you can grow all sorts of things. Larger shrubs, wonderful flowers that 
can really enhance your school, home or community garden. 

 As always there are benefits and challenges. For container gardens it’s a 
simple way to start gardening. If you’re a novice and perhaps growing for 
the first time or growing with a student for the first time you may want to 
start small. Start with a few containers.  
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 You could even do three tomato plants in three different containers. 
Quite low cost and it can be moved easily. It could go on an apartment 
balcony or outside in your yard. Either way, container gardens don’t need 
to be huge gardens.  

 The challenges with container gardens is that they do tend to dry up 
quickly. Have that watering can or hose ready, especially during the hot 
months. Something to consider is that not all plants grow well in 
containers. Be selective in your choices. Large trees need room for roots.  

 Sprawling vines like pumpkins also need a lot of space to grow. Choose 
your varieties nicely. You can check by looking on a pack of a seed packet 
to see, this is the right plant for you. Also, if you’re buying seedlings at a 
local nursery or perhaps even a hardware store ask. There’s no harm in 
asking a professional there to tell you a little bit more about the plant 
you’re trying to grow. 

 If you’re planting edibles make sure to avoid containers that may have 
held toxic materials. Tires are a really common selection for a reused 
container, but you want to make sure that you line something like that. 
Even then planting an edible inside a tire may not be the best idea. 

 School doesn’t always happen during the growing season. For students to 
really get engaged in growing plants and understanding the process from 
seed to fruit windowsill gardens and grow lights are often the best 
option. 

 Windowsill gardens are container gardens grown indoors. This can be a 
single house plant. It can be a series of house plants, but plants grown 
indoors that are commonly grown outdoors will need artificial lighting. 
These are called grow light gardens or grow light systems.  

 Grow lights are a great option for schools with limited outdoor space or 
long winters. That often translates into a very short growing season, but 
that doesn’t mean that you’ll be deprived of a harvest. There are many 
schools that can successfully grow edibles indoors even in the winter. 

 There are many benefits and a few challenges to growing plants indoors. 
Let’s start by looking at the benefits of using grow lights. First off, this can 
really exten the growing season and increase the cost of an outdoor 
garden. When you start seeds indoors and turn them into seedlings it can 
really help with that cost and you can grow food indoors and enjoy it 
indoors. Seeds like lettuce and radishes you can grow fully inside. 
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 One of the other benefits of grow lights is increasing the light availability 
to indoor plants. Let’s say you’re not interested in growing edibles and 
you just want to get some extra light on that pothos. Grow lights are a 
great way to do that. They also create easy access for students for 
observation.  

 If you want your child or a student to really get an in-depth look on how a 
plant grows set up a grow light in your classroom, set up a grow light in 
your home. Give children an opportunity to see the entire plant life cycle.  

 Some of the challenges to grow lights can be the cost. The cost of a grow 
light unit, depending on how fancy you want to get, can be really 
expensive. Another thing to consider with the cost is that you’re going to 
have lights on for 12 to 14 hours a day. While the technology has 
improved and you can get LED grow lights the initial cost can be 
expensive. 

 One way to avoid this cost is creating your own grow light. There are 
great instructions online for this. one other challenge of grow lights 
unfortunately is space. If you don’t have a large home or a large 
classroom sometimes grow lights can really take up some space. That’s 
something to consider. You may want to buy a compact grow lab or 
create your own compact grow lab if you are interested in using grow 
lights indoors. 

 Taking care of plants during vacation or breaks can be a challenge when it 
comes to the use of grow lights. Let’s say you want to go on vacation or if 
your classroom closes up for a season, especially over winter break. 
Those plants need to be taken care of. You may need to come back 
frequently. 

 Let’s look at some of the benefits of windowsill gardens. You may not be 
able to bring lettuce from seed to harvest in this case. However there are 
lots of opportunities for frequent observation. It’s low cost, especially if 
you have a beautiful big picture window and you can really beautify  your 
indoor space. Of course, house plants really do help to clean the air. 

 One of the challenges of windowsill gardens is light availability. If you 
don’t get a lot of light in your classroom or your home you may need to 
choose plants that need different requirements. Less sunlight and may 
even translate to less water. You want to avoid water runoff too. A 
windowsill garden can really make a mess of things unless you have the 
proper supplies. Just make sure to avoid water runoff that you have 
saucers and that you’re not overwatering. 
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 Lastly pests can be a problem. Everybody loves plants, even insects and 
mold and fungus. Don’t be surprised if you get a few pests inside despite 
having plants that really are beneficial.  

 If you’re looking to get youth involved in your garden try a garden theme. 
Garden themes can inspire a new garden program and maintain 
enthusiasm for an existing garden. For educators it can really help drive 
programming and curriculum development, especially for those who are 
not very familiar with the garden and aren’t certain how to use it with 
their students. 

 A garden theme can also be the central focus of a fundraiser or for a 
potential donor who has a particular interest. If you look at the picture on 
the side you’ll see that the school here has planted the native plant 
garden and a butterfly garden. This is a great way to attract people to be 
interested in what you’re up to. 

 This is also a great way to narrow your vision and excite your students. If 
you have a particular theme that you’re focused on during the school 
year, pollinators or rainbows like planting a garden at an early childhood 
center these are really awesome things to get more people involved and 
you can engage parents and volunteers with the new project. 

 Let’s explore some of the most popular themes for getting youth involved 
in the garden. These ideas aren’t necessarily the best ideas for your 
garden, but they’re popular with a lot of folks because they work in a 
variety of different locations and with all different sorts of people. 

 They’re also easy to create on small and large scales. Using simple signs 
that are wooden or something that’s laminated can often highlight that 
theme that you’re going for. The most important thing to remember is 
that you and your garden team should be excited and supportive about 
the theme. Get the students involved, see what they’re interested in.  

 Check out this garden on the side that features Peter Rabbit. What you 
can do is take a book apart, spread the book throughout the garden and 
plant flowers and edibles that are appropriate with the text. 

 Let’s look at some edible garden themes. Focusing on eating the harvest 
is one of the most important and empowering things you can do. To get 
children to eat a variety of fruits and vegetables and increase their 
interest in the food system and their personal role in health and nutrition 
edible gardens are a great way to get them involved. 
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 Everyone loves pizza, so let’s make a healthy pizza with a pizza garden. 
Have students consider planting tomatoes, basil, all the things that would 
go into a wonderful fresh food recipe. Other things to consider, herb 
gardens, salad gardens and soup gardens. 

 If you’re planting within the school year you might want to consider 
plants that reflect the time of the school year. Planting in early spring, 
what plants you can harvest in the summertime and also those that you 
can harvest in the early fall. 

 Rainbow gardens are particularly popular amongst early childhood 
centers. Rainbow gardens reflect all the colors of the rainbow in the 
garden setting. This could be done at home and this could be done at a 
school environment. This is also a great way to get older children 
mentoring younger children.  

 If you see down here at the bottom that there is a sign, very colorful 
signs, that talk about the different things that are planted in the garden. 
We want to celebrate the colors of the garden through this concept. The 
nutritional emphasis is of course eating a rainbow. You want to consider 
things like potatoes and cucumbers and different colors of peppers, 
different colors of tomatoes. There’s a whole world of vegetables out 
there and we want to explore them all with children no matter what age. 

 Historical gardens are really great for older students and even adults. 
Historic gardens help students, parents, families and teachers connect 
with history and social studies. These gardens are often a reflection of 
your location. You may see a Thomas Jefferson garden or you may see a 
Lincoln garden depending on where you are in the country. 

 When you develop a historical garden this is something that can actually 
be of interest to your master gardeners and to your community 
gardeners. These can often be about heirloom seeds, plantings that were 
known in a different era. These type of gardens really help to bring 
historical events to life. They solidify timelines, they bring up cultural 
awareness and historical perspective.  

 One great thing to do, especially now, is victory gardens. Victory gardens 
are a good example of combining a historical element with an edible 
garden. There’s lots of great materials out there about planting your own 
victory garden. What’s great is that a victory garden can really produce a 
lot of food that you can help donate to folks who need it. 
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 Consider old and new food gardens as well. Not all the plant varieties 
that we eat in our home gardens today reflect with the history. Try 
looking back a little bit and see what our ancestors ate. Speaking of that 
three sisters garden is a wonderful thing to develop for your home, 
school, community. This is a great way to show soil science and the ways 
that plants are interdependent on one another. 

 Today more than ever the multicultural garden plays a really important 
role. A multicultural garden in your community can focus on origins and 
histories of foods and its significance to culture and the civilization of 
people, especially when it comes to celebrating diversity in your 
community. 

 Often times we highlight foods, celebrations and traditions of people 
with different ethnic backgrounds. Many cultures grew different things in 
different parts of the world and tried to bring them over to the United 
States where sometimes we lose a bit of our culture. To bring that back 
and to share that with fellow community gardeners, students, teachers, 
families, that can be a really special and impactful experience for folks. 

 You want to make sure if you’re involved in a school environment that 
you really involve lessons about teamwork, collaboration, communication 
and making sure that families have an opportunity to talk to one another 
and talk to class, to talk about our diversity and to celebrate that. 

 You can see in these two pictures. The top one is actually at St. Michaels 
College where they have a world garden. They have planted different 
plants to represent different parts of the world. In the bottom picture 
you actually see circular gardens.  

 These are symbolic of different countries. Flags have been placed in each 
garden, there are three to four different types of edibles growing in each 
one that can be turned into a recipe. These are just a few ideas to get a 
multi-cultural garden growing in your neck of the woods. 

 Butterfly and pollinator gardens are playing an even more important role 
in food production. We don’t realize the crisis that’s happening in terms 
of the loss of our pollinators, even our most beloved pollinators like the 
monarch butterfly.  

 Establishing a butterfly or pollinator garden helps to bring more 
awareness in communities and at schools about this problem. We can do 
this in a really positive way. Focusing on science and the environment by 
doing something about it, not just talking about it. 
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 This could be done with starting plants from seed, but it also can be done 
in a way that’s fun and beautiful. It could be done that way with seeds 
too, but as you can see in the pictures on the side there’s actually a 
garden shaped as a butterfly. That shows that symmetry aspect of it, so 
you’re involving math skills. 

 Another way to do it of course at the bottom you may see a number of 
cut flowers, sunflowers, annuals and perennials mixed in. That also 
provides an opportunity for bees and others insects that we’re looking to 
help pollinate, invites them into the garden space. 

 That really gives children an opportunity to observe, collect data and do 
some research analysis. See if plants grew better one year versus the year 
before by establishing a pollinator garden.  

 This type of garden can be used in conjunction with higher level botany 
and zoology topics. College age students, high school students can really 
get an opportunity to make meaningful observations and look at some 
data too. 

 To establish one of these gardens you may want to research native and 
drought tolerant plants. We all know that there’s a water crisis 
happening. Having students involved directly with the research to create 
one of these gardens is really important. That also decreases your 
maintenance needs. Just some things to consider when you put one in, 
but I think everyone should have a butterfly or pollinator garden, 
especially if you’re growing food. 

 If you’re an avid reader maybe you’ll share my love of these storybook or 
literature garden. Storybook or literature gardens present plants and 
botany lessons in a completely different way for children. This is a great 
thing to have at a library or a community space, but especially at a school 
where a lot of the focus today is on building children’s capacity to read 
and comprehend. 

 With the storybook and a literature garden you want to take something 
like Harry Potter and analyze the book to see what plants are featured. In 
the top picture here you can see that there are a number of beautiful 
plants in place. This garden at the top is actually shaped like a book, hard 
to see from this perspective.  

 It involves a number of wonderful plants that were featured in the Harry 
Potter works. Each one is labeled. You have an idea of where you can find 
that plant in the book and you also have an idea of what that plant 
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represented in the book and it gets folks excited, especially if you’re a 
Harry Potter fan. 

 Another idea and we saw this slide earlier when we saw a Peter Rabbit 
garden, for more early childhood. That’s where you could take a part of 
book and put it throughout the garden and the children can find each of 
the pages, especially good for early learners.  

 What’s really cool is you could do a word garden. In some cases, for those 
who can afford it, a word garden is when take stones with words written 
on them. In this case you can see here that these are actually burned into 
the rock itself. Those are cut pieces and you can piece them together to 
say different phrases. Sort of your refrigerator magnet outside. This is a 
really cool piece that’s actually at St. Michaels College. The stones were 
completed by a Vermont artist. 

 It’s one way to get folks outside breathing clean air, involved with nature 
and working with a literacy. Working to create something where they’re 
expressing themselves, which is very important, especially when it’s done 
in a positive way.  

 With the storybook or literature garden it’s one way that we can express 
ourselves and get learners who may be oriented a little differently 
involved with botany.  

 There’s some additional themes out there. Of course it would be hard to 
cover all of the themes that could be great to include children in the 
garden setting and that would be of interest to community members, 
some of the most popular are water gardens, rain gardens, peace 
gardens, cut flower gardens, sensory native plants, so much more. 

 A lot of these can be found at different botanical garden sites across the 
country. If you want to get inspired check out Chicago botanic gardens 
website and check out their plant collections. You’ll see the Japanese Zen 
garden and a lot of different ideas to inspire you at home and your 
community and at your school. 

 Some things can be done on a smaller scale to inspire students and 
teachers to get involved. A garden doesn’t have to be. A garden doesn’t 
have to reflect some of the ones that you see here on the side where you 
have a water feature, which can be expensive to maintain, or you have a 
large space with the cut stones. That’s the word garden up at the top. 
There’s also the cut flower garden here in the center. 
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 When you’re considering how to get youth involved sometimes it’s the 
simple small things that matter the most. Your signs, putting in 
interesting plant varieties that often you can get from seed or at a 
discount and then also things that having magnifying glasses, having 
students have tools that are accessible to them to really check things out. 
When you’re thinking about getting youth involved really consider a 
theme that would include the people in your neighborhood and the 
people at your school.  

 To know where you’re going we should know where we came from. That 
brings us to this segment on the history of youth gardens. A school 
garden should be connected with every school where children can have 
opportunities for leisurely gazing upon trees, flowers and herbs and are 
taught to enjoy them. 

 Think for a minute about the school yards that you see today. Are there 
trees, flowers and herbs for children to enjoy? Back in the 16th century 
this was the philosophy. When we look forward we want to think of 
where can we really improve upon our school yards today. 

 School gardens are supported by philosophers and historians and 
education philosophers who see a role for nature in all aspects of 
education. Let’s explore this history a little bit more. 

 Let’s take a look at school gardens in the 1800s. In about 1837 Friedrich 
Froebel founded his own school and named it Kindergarten. We all know 
this is a combination of the words children and garden. Throughout his 
career he used school gardens as a teaching tool. 

 He felt that it was a place where a garden can nurture learning and 
growth in an individual’s own unique pace, or what we often call 
developmentally appropriate practices today.  

 If we look a little bit forward in 1869 a law was passed in Austria that 
mandated that all rural schools must have school gardens. Similar 
provisions were made in other countries like Germany, Sweden, Belgium, 
France, Russia and England. At this time we do want to consider that 
agriculture was and continues to be a large aspect of the economies.  

 Let’s look at 1890. This is when we’re moving into the United States’ 
history with school gardens. The first official US school garden was 
started by Henry Clapp at the George Putnam School of Roxbury, Mass. 
The original garden featured wildflowers, vegetable plots and those were 
added in 1900. 
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 The 1800s, let’s look at the continued growth of these gardens across the 
United States. A boy’s garden in the 1890s was established by the 
National Cash Register Company in Dayton Ohio. The owner of the 
company created the garden to educate heart and soul and to instill a 
good work ethic in local boys. These are some pictures that you can see 
that are reflective of that time period. 

 There has been growing popularity throughout history for school 
gardens. By 1903 there are more than 100,00 school gardens in Europe. 
School gardens really started to gain popularity in the US, especially in 
the rural areas as students got further and further from rural 
environments. 

 Teachers who had experience with school gardens were almost 
unanimous in testifying to the good influence of the well-kept garden. 
Children would take pride in their school yard. The influence would go far 
beyond that to home gardens in back yards and porches and windows 
when parents would become interested. That’s actually a quote from the 
US department of agriculture you can see here, from 1902.  

 We want to look at some educational philosophers too. We all know John 
Dewey, Learning by Doing and Maria Montessori of course who founded 
a school based on doing work, about really being able to productive in 
the classroom by learning by doing.  

 Both of these philosophies lend themselves to school gardens. If we look 
at trends today we can see that a lot of people are including Montessori 
methods in their curriculum development and their general classroom 
practices. We're throwing back to that era where we’re really focused on 
the child’s development and the child’s skillset. Some things to consider 
as you think about gardens throughout history and their role in the 
classroom. 

 When we think about the history of school gardens we really need to 
focus on two of the major world wars. The school garden army was 
developed during the time of world war one under president Woodrow 
Wilson who endorsed school gardens.  

 In 1918 they formed the United States school garden army. That claimed 
that 1.5 million students cultivated more than 1.2 million gardens. Can 
you imagine if this was something that we did today? This program was 
delivered by the Federal Bureau of Education and funded by the War 
Department. Amazing. If you really think about what if we put some of 
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that money in the Pentagon right back into school gardens how much 
fresh produce could we create for communities and for those in need? 

 A common thing that we refer to is the victory garden. This throws back 
to world war two when schools were mobilized again to grow food. This 
was not only a symbol of patriotism, but a source of food for school 
lunches. A full 40% of all the fruits and vegetables consumed in the US 
during this time period were raised in victory gardens. 

 Perhaps this is something to consider as we move forward towards 
localizing food and providing some of that food in our lunchrooms. 
Something to consider for our lunchroom policy and for advocating for 
your school. 

 Let’s look at the 1950s for a moment. The number of school gardens 
started to decline as more emphasis was placed on technology. This is 
when we start seeing families move into more suburban and urban areas 
and their focus became a little bit different for school. Children were 
expected to go into careers that weren’t necessarily related to 
agriculture.  

 Ironically at this time the population of the United States increased by 20 
million between 1940 and 1950 and saw a decrease in nearly five million 
farmers and 700,000 farms. It’s interesting how the population increases 
and yet we get away from the food source. 

 Let’s take a look at the 1980s. In the early ’80s organizations such as 
National Gardening Association and Life Lab science program developed 
how-to guides and curriculum to help schools develop garden programs. 
Despite the available materials the number of school gardens continued 
to decline. 

 The factors may be increased focus on technology based education and a 
general decline in the prevalence of small scale agricultural projects. 1982 
saw the first youth garden grant program. This was offered by National 
Gardening Association. Our organization is based out of Vermont and this 
grant was the collection of donations from tool companies, from seed 
companies where those materials were actually distributed to schools 
and other non-profits across the country ordered to enhance garden 
programming. 

 The growing classroom, a year round curriculum that’s garden based 
science and nutrition education was developed by Life Lab. Life Lab is a 
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great organization out of Northern California that continues to develop 
school gardens throughout that state.  

 In 1990 a guide to kids gardening in the grow lab curriculum were 
developed by National Gardening Association. 1982 was a great year for 
the National Gardening Association. The National Gardening Association 
is based out of Vermont and was founded by a small group of folks who 
were interested in garden education for everyone, gardens for all. 

 This was the year that the first garden youth program was developed, the 
Youth Garden Grant. This was a collection of folks who gave tools and 
seeds and excess materials the National Gardening Association distribute 
to classrooms and non-profits across the country to enable them to start 
their own gardens. 

 The growing classroom was also developed at this time by Life Lab, a 
great organization out of Northern California. If we look to 1990 a guide 
to kids gardening and a grow lab … Oh my god.  

 In 1990 a guide to kids gardening and the grow lab curriculum were 
developed by National Gardening Association. These two books, along 
with grow light units enhanced so many classrooms across the country 
and enabled them to start growing plants indoors.  

 In the 1990s school gardens began to expand beyond the tool for 
teaching environmental education. Began to be seen as a way to address 
the health crisis facing American youth and served as a nutrition 
education tool. 

 In 1993 the American Horticulture Society held the first youth garden 
symposium. The original name, Children, Plants and Gardens: Educational 
opportunities. The conference is now an annual event.   

 In 1995 the state of California launched a public school garden initiative 
called A Garden in Every School. Check out the link below to learn more 
about this wonderful initiative that’s statewide and has developed 
thousands of school gardens to connect children with agriculture, 
nutrition and so many different life skills. 

 1990 marked a very important year with the organic foods production act 
passed. This set standards for organically grown foods. This battle of 
course continues today with GMOs and of course labeling all foods 
natural versus organic. 
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 1995, also an important year, the development of the edible schoolyard. 
The vision of Alice Waters and principal Neil Smith of Martin Luther King 
middle school in Berkeley. This program linked a school garden with an 
old unused kitchen and was integrated into the school’s curriculum. 

 The edible schoolyard project is widespread in many different countries 
across the world and across the United States. The focus of this of course 
is organic foods and linking that into the curriculum connected with 
cooking. 

 In 1996 through ’97 the birth of the farm to school pilot projects occurred 
in California and Florida, states where it’s very easy to grow year round. 
In the 2000s interests in school gardens continued to grow. Statewide 
initiatives were launched. Some of these include the 2006 California 
School Garden Network, 2007 Utah School and Youth Garden Network, 
2008 Rhore Island.  

 In 2009, perhaps most importantly, first lady Michelle Obama installed a 
kitchen garden at the White House with the help of local school children. 
National Gardening Association was fortunate enough to be there to 
discuss with the White House how gardening can be a tool for engaging 
children in a healthier lifestyle. This garden continues to thrive today. 

 The school garden movement today is supported by a number of 
organizations. This includes Food Corps established in 2006. Food Corps is 
college aged students who go across the country and really help out 
school gardens, whether it’s in their neighborhood or perhaps close to 
their college. They work to support many programs. They are national 
and they’re nationally funded by the federal government. 

 In 2011 the Whole Kids Foundation was established. Whole Kids 
Foundation is a part of Whole Foods. They do have a number of other 
sponsors. They are a great company that provides a lot of support for 
gardens across the country and have a number of different types of 
grants that can help out schools. 

 In 2012 the National Farm to School Network was established. This is a 
very powerful organization that helps bring food from local farms into 
schools. Check them out, they do a lot of great work. Especially if you are 
a farmer or you are a teacher this is a great network to get involved with. 

 I would be amiss not to tell you about KidsGardening.org’s gardening in 
every school initiative. Our organization since 1982 has helped to support 
over 10,000 school and youth gardens. We are actively involved in 
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establishing gardens today and we continue to sport them through 
grants. 

 What can we learn from history? Although often seen as new and trendy 
school gardens have a long and successful history. Gardens are flexible 
tools as seen by the different ways they can be used over the years. their 
focus can be adapted for the education needs of the current curriculum 
and suit all grade levels. However, keeping up the momentum for a 
garden program can be a challenge over time.  

 Let’s look at some of the other benefits of gardening. The benefits of 
gardens and gardening go far beyond the plate. Academic development is 
pretty key in the garden. it serves as a versatile teaching tool. Garden 
related activities can be integrated throughout the required curriculum. It 
also gives children the opportunity to experience the skills and the 
techniques that they’re learning in the classroom by doing something 
hands-on. 

 Physical development is pretty key. These days people just simply don’t 
get enough exercise. There are health benefits associated of course with 
nutrition and exercise when children get out in the garden and grow their 
own food.  

 Emotional and social development is important as well. Gardening has 
impact on things like stress, self-confidence, patience, leadership, 
community spirit. Children understand the environment and then start to 
care in their environment and that’s reflected in their attitude. This is 
especially important as children get further and further away from really 
socializing as we get more and more involved in technology. 

 The academic benefits of school gardens are across the board in every 
subject area. Gardens allow for hands on inquiry and the development of 
investigative expertise. School gardens that are planned, maintained, 
developed by children refine decision making and problem solving 
techniques.  

 Children also feel a sense of responsibility towards their school, their 
school garden and towards each other. Numerous articles and journals 
for educators advocate for gardening as an effective method for fostering 
authentic learning. Gardens provide practical experiences and real life 
examples of concepts being taught. 

 Gardens serve as a real opportunity for children to get involved in their 
food source. That ended badly. 
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Marjory Wildcraft: I can cut that out. 

Julia Parker: Okay, great, do that. Thank you. Let’s look at some of the subjects taught. 
This is taken from a survey from National Gardening Association’s grant 
winners in 2013. If we check this out there’s a host of subjects that are 
focused on here. Of course science, health and nutrition and community 
service are leading the way, but right there behind it, math, the arts, 
cultural issues, history, social studies. These are all addressed through the 
gardening curriculum. 

 What’s great is that a lot of the gardening curriculum is student led. 
Students express an interest in something and the teacher fulfills a 
standard or a lesson that needs to be taught that week, that month 
within that semester in a subject area that they’re actually interested in. 
Could you imagine teaching children information that they’re actually 
interested in in a hands on way? What a tremendous difference we could 
make.  

 Each year National Gardening Association has an opportunity to learn 
from our grant writers by asking them what subjects do they teach 
through the garden and what subjects outside of academics do they 
teach in the garden. 

 Here you’ll see a chart of all the subjects that folks introduced to their 
students through garden programming. Of course science and health and 
nutrition are in the lead, which makes a lot of sense, but things like 
community service and interpersonal relationships and cultural studies 
also had a key role in garden education experience. 

 You can really connect the garden with so many different things. It’s just 
a matter of getting out there, doing it and of course having the right 
resources. 

 To give you some examples where the garden can really be integrated 
into the classroom. Let’s look first at science. You can demonstrate plant 
life cycles, habitat modeling, so building something like a terrarium. 
There are also opportunities for scientific inquiry. Using science journals 
and allowing your students to monitor things and document those 
findings through charts and graphs. 

 That’s where we get to math. The measurements of heights of plants, 
weights, values, the calculation of probabilities and the collection, 
summary and data analysis, there’s really a lot of great moments where 
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you can have students document the progress of the garden 
mathematically. 

 If you look to English we of course discussed already connecting literature 
and plants, especially in popular books like Harry Potter or Peter Rabbit, 
but this goes far beyond that. You can really discuss the development of 
plants and research a little bit more about the history of botany and write 
your own story. 

 For social studies you want to look at the historical use of plants. This is 
when we talked about historical gardens. Something referring to Thomas 
Jefferson, looking at plants that perhaps were brought over in the new 
world.  

 The discovery of the cultural significance of plants. This is really 
important. Where did they come from and how have they been 
integrated in society. If you look at something as simple as the history of 
the apple. Not so simple, but if you look at how complex that is, that’s a 
great exploration of agricultural systems and history of plants for 
students. 

 Let’s look at arts for a second. Of course we love our paintings, our still 
lifes of fruits and that’s a great opportunity for students to really 
document something that’s close to them. Their local environment, their 
local landscape. That really helps create an increased connection to the 
foods that you’re growing or whatever it is that you’re growing in your 
garden or community garden or school. 

 For nutrition this is really where a food garden comes into play and also 
an herb garden too. The nutrition aspect of it is food preparation, food 
origins and increasing awareness of healthful diets. When students grow 
their food they’re more likely to eat their food. 

 It may take a little while. It may take a few tries to find the right tomato 
or to find the right pepper that they’ll enjoy, but students are much more 
likely to eat that food if they grew it themselves. 

 The health benefits of gardening, there are so many of them, as you 
know, if you have grown your own garden. When children participate in 
gardening and are preparing and tasting foods their familiarity with fruits 
and vegetables and willingness to try new foods improve with 
experience. 
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 You may have a child who starts off not enjoying any fruits and 
vegetables at all, but when they start growing their own food there is 
some curiosity that takes over. Try something like growing nasturtiums so 
their peppery leaves don’t appear to be something that you can eat, but 
you do and you can eat the flowers. That’s a really great experience for 
many children. 

 Dietary patterns and preferences form in childhood. We all know that, 
but we also know that there’s a struggle to get children to even enjoy 
fruits and vegetables even when it is an option in the home.  

 When we start growing it early on in the home environment, school 
environment or within the community itself at a community garden it 
really establishes a lifetime of healthier choices, especially when those 
are one of the few options. We know that whole foods and vegetables 
are really something that children should primarily be eating and not 
processed foods.  

 We want to set those patterns early by having children engaging in the 
act of growing their own food. Gardening also engages the use of both 
fine and gross motor skills. This is especially important in the early 
development. 

 A child who works in the garden, who knows how to use a shovel and 
knows how to use a rake, they’re engaging in something meaningful 
when they’re developing their fine and gross motor skills. They’re 
becoming stronger and they’re also doing something that relates to a 
practical skill. 

 It’s purposeful and this leads us to the purposeful focus on the nutrition 
and health that can lead to inquiry. Where does food come from? What 
does a sustainable agricultural practice look like? Why is that important? I 
think that’s something that we need to relay back to children too, eating 
local food and eating food that you grow yourself.  

 Cooking and preparation of food, that’s a really important skill. I know 
that I didn’t learn how to cook until later in life. We want to make sure 
that children can prepare their own snacks, that they’re empowered with 
the ability to cook food that they grow. They’re also empowered to be 
able to cook generally speaking, which is often healthier for their lifestyle 
and for their development later in life. 

 You also are able to do an enrichment of school lunch. When you send 
your child to school you’re not just sending processed meals. This is also a 
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point of advocacy for schools. Programs like farm the cafeteria, they try 
to bring in fresh local foods so they’re not just eating frozen food, frozen 
chicken nuggets. We really want to become advocates for food source. 
That begins with children having an interest in fruits and vegetables. 

 Gardens provide many social and emotional benefits to students and also 
adults. This is actually a picture of students at a juvenile center working in 
a garden setting. This gives them an opportunity to do meaningful and 
productive food together. Together they’re growing food. Together they 
may share a meal made from that food.  

 It really provides a lot of opportunities for students to have responsibility 
for something, become a leader and exhibit project ownership. These 
lead to the introduction and growth of a positive work ethic. That’s really 
something we hope to have from all of our children. Never to get bored 
and to really dedicate themselves to something, to a goal. 

 Gardening promotes teamwork, interpersonal skills and cooperation, 
something I just talked about in relation to this photo here. These 
abilities contribute to confidence, pride for good work and instill a sense 
of leadership and citizenship within their school and local communities. 

 We receive applications occasionally from students for our grant 
programs. Often these students don’t excel academically, but really make 
a strong contribution to their school by doing a project that they can 
relate to. I’m sure we can all relate to that in some way. 

 Gardening and outdoor environment activities have shown to decrease s 
tress and develop patience. When you’re in nature it really helps to calm 
your sensibilities, to really find some peace. For many students who may 
live in urban environments or in stressful family situations the garden is 
the perfect place to let it out or to relax. To sit down for a moment and to 
really be able to be in that moment. 

 Planning a successful youth garden program takes some teamwork. It 
takes communities, it takes families and it takes children to all be 
involved. The first step is to start small. You don’t want to start off with 
ten raised beds and a large field. Perhaps you want to just start with a 
couple of raised beds and maybe a small section for pollinators, for plants 
that would help, like wildflower meadow. 

 Starting smalls means that you make a decision about what you want to 
do and you get people involved. Who wants to build a garden with you? 
Is this space in public or private property?  
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 Step two is building the case. There’s a lot of great resources in 
KidsGardening.org to help you build this case. Actually there’s a lot of 
great resources out there generally speaking where you can find research 
and evidence that will really help show your community and the folks 
that you’re trying to perhaps get land from or get money from to see why 
the garden is important for your community. 

 Gathering support is the next step. You can get support from restaurants, 
from local businesses, especially as a public project, but you want to 
make sure that you have all of the evidence and you want to make sure 
you have an idea of what you’re doing. 

 That’s what we mean by starting small, is that make sure you have an 
idea of what you’d like to build in the first place and then it’s going to be 
something that you can sustain. 

 The fourth step is the planning part. You want to make sure you have all 
your partners on board. How are you going to do this? What’s the time 
frame? Think about what resources you’re going to need. 

 Step five, the design. There are a lot of people out there who create 
gardens. Landscape architects are everywhere, but they do cost quite a 
bit of money sometimes. When it comes to design there’s a lot of great 
resources online that can help you design your garden, figure out what 
space is best for you. 

 You want to make sure of course that you select plants that are right for 
your community, things that are not invasive and you want to select 
plants that work for your goals. Keep that in mind when you’re designing 
your space.  

 Of course, last and most important step is sustainability. You want to 
make sure you have a team of people working with you. It’s really hard to 
go it alone when it comes to the garden and you’ll have someone to 
share your harvest with too. That’s a really great benefit. 

 Thank you so much for joining KidsGardening.org today to hear this 
presentation. My name is Julia Parker-Dickerson. I am the director of 
education programs. Feel free to reach out to us if you have any 
questions and we appreciate your support and we hope to grow a youth 
garden in your neighborhood. 

Marjory Wildcraft: That was a pretty interesting overview of all the different ways that you 
can work with kids and some ideas on which gardening type might be 
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best in your location. If you click on the button to the right you’ll get a lot 
more information about KidsGardening.org.  

 Also especially if you’re interested in grants remember Julia can help you 
in your school get grant moneys. In fact the profits that they earn form 
affiliates and relationships with this conference they’re going to be using 
to fund their grant programs. I’ve been very excited about having that 
piece put together. 

 All the things that we were going on today I just want to pique your 
interest in what’s coming up tomorrow. We’re going to have Tom Elpole 
who is a master botanist go over some fun and simple games you can 
learn to play to be able to identify plants and it’s called Botany in a Day. 
He’ll teach you about eight plant families which you can grasp pretty 
quickly. 

 The livestock conservancy is going to be talking about rabbits and how 
you might want to use those in your backyard and plant communication 
with Doug Simons, very fascinating talk. Doug spends a lot of time in the 
wilderness. He is halfway in the other world and it’s really a pleasure to 
speak with somebody who comes inform such a different perspective. 

 Your humble host here, I’ll be presenting on how to grow half of your 
own food in your backyard in less than an hour a day. That’s a huge 
passion for me. The major focus for my research center is coming up with 
these different techniques for how people can simply and easily grow a 
lot of food and make an impact on their diet and their health and their 
communities. Stay with us for the Homegrown Food Summit and I’ll catch 
you on another segment.  

 


