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Credits 
 
 

This guide was produced with the support of EMSWCD's Partners in Conservation 
grant program (2015). It may be used freely by educational and nonprofit 
organizations in the course of providing garden-based programming at no cost to the 
participants. 
 
 
 

Outgrowing Hunger is a Portland, OR based nonprofit whose mission is to 
nurture the growth of people and places toward their highest potential for health, 
well-being, and sustainability. 
 
We offer: Community and school garden development, operation, and management; 
fiscal sponsorship of food security or educational projects; and garden-based 
environmental and nutrition education and camps through Portland Earth Art & 
Agriculture Project.  For additional information or resources contact us at 971-231-
4191 or visit outgrowinghunger.org. 
 
 
East Multnomah Soil and Water Conservation District (EMSWCD) is a 
unit of local government serving Northwest Oregon's Multnomah County east of the 
Willamette River. We work entirely on a voluntary, non-regulatory basis. All of our 
work is geared toward keeping water clean, conserving water and keeping soil 
healthy! Our 20-member staff provides a wide variety of programs and services to 
urban and rural residents and businesses. We also offer several kinds of grants 
toward conservation projects and education, a Farm Incubator Program to assist new 
farm businesses, a Land Legacy program to help protect agricultural and natural 
resource lands, free workshops and events and much more!  For more information 
visit emswcd.org. 
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Introduction 
 

If you live in the Pacific Northwest, especially in Portland, and are passionate about 
teaching kids in school gardens- this guide is for you!  While it’s hard to dispute the many 

benefits and rewards of connecting kids and gardens, there can be a few challenges if 
you’re just getting started: understanding how children (and all of us) learn through 

hands-on experience, managing groups in outdoor environments, accessing and utilizing 
age-appropriate and culturally-relevant curriculum, and maintaining a garden 
throughout the school year and summer months. 

This guide offers tips and resources based on my seven years of teaching experience and 
hands-on, regional garden curricula.  My approach to garden education is informed by my 

graduate thesis documenting 4th and 5th grader’s ecological attitudes and understandings 
as influenced by their school garden experiences.  As anyone invested in community and 
youth engagement knows, a generic template of learning cannot be plunked down on 

every context.  Use this guide as a starting point and framework to reflect on as you 
develop what works for your specific community taking into account age, ability, 

socioeconomic and cultural demographics, and the vision and goals of each program.  
Start small and celebrate each accomplishment. 
 

Happy Growing! 

- Djamila Moore 
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Teaching Tips: Outdoor Pedagogy 
 

 
Across the country, increasing numbers of schools are building school gardens and 

appreciating the value of spending time outdoors, engaging in physical exercise, 
advancing nutritional and ecological knowledge, and building community.  Teachers are 
also becoming aware of the innumerable possibilities for garden education to support and 

extend academic, classroom learning.  For garden education to accomplish these 
objectives substantial planning, flexibility, and cultural awareness are necessary. Even 

more important than what (curriculum) you teach, I believe it is how (pedagogy) you 
teach that is the most vital.  Here are a few tips: 
 

• Set clear expectations right at the beginning!    
Classroom teachers do this on the first day of school and garden educators should do 

the same on the first day meeting with students.  Create a simple set of agreements 
(rules) and go over in detail on your first meeting with students.  If appropriate, older 
students often like to assist in creating these agreements to instill a sense of 

ownership and investment. 
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Here are the agreements I use with my students:  
 

1.  Be Kind to All Living Things (Explain that ‘living things’ include humans, 
plants, animals, and insects- spiders, worms, and bees that might make some 

kids anxious, all have an important role in the garden.  Even slugs just get 
moved, rather than killed.) 

2.  Be Safe: No running. No Climbing.  Ask before picking plants!  

(Emphasize that although we are outdoors, the garden is different from the 
playground- it is an outdoor classroom.) 

3.  Listen Respectfully (Similar to an indoor classroom, we take turns speaking 
and give our full attention to the speaker.) 

4.  Be Responsible (We always clean up after ourselves and use tools safely and 
responsibly.) 

5.  “Don’t Yuck My Yum!”  (I learned this saying from FoodCorps.  It’s a great 

way to guide discussion on how we might not all like to eat the same things but 
we are polite and respectful so as not to ruin other people’s experiences or hurt 

classmate’s feelings.  Encourage comments such as “I tried it but it’s not my 
favorite” or an old-fashioned “no thank you” always works.  Have a ‘no thank 
you’ bowl on hand for any unfinished items.) 

6.  Be Brave and Have Fun!  (The garden is a learning space and also a safe 
space to try new things such as tasting kale for the first time, holding a worm, 

using a new tool, or making a new friend- encourage an open mind and active 
curiosity.) 
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• Be consistent   

Establish a routine from the start.  Students should know exactly where to put their 
backpacks, how to listen to instructions, where the bathroom is, where tools are kept, 

what to do when they finish a task (water? read?  always check with you?), where to 
line up at the end of a lesson… and the consequences for breaking set agreements.  
Also, be clear on how you ask for attention.  Be explicit- “when I clap three times that’s 

your signal to freeze and listen.” 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
• What outdoor learning looks like  

Don’t be surprised or frustrated if kids seem especially excited, rowdy, or distracted 
outside.  For most kids who are conditioned to pay attention in a four-walled classroom 

with desks and computers, being in a new space, and an alive space with squirrels (!), 
and ladybugs (!), and wriggling earthworms (!), and impending thunderstorms (!)… it 
can be difficult to stay focused.  Know that these distractions will diminish as kids 

become more familiar with the garden, and know that their excitement is a sign of 
engagement and learning- albeit a noisy one.  Try to treat distractions as teachable 

moments- “How many legs does a ladybug have?  How do they help the garden?  What 
other insects can we find in the garden?”… 
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Also know that for some students, sitting at a desk in a classroom is a huge challenge 

and being outside with the ability to move their bodies and find things they are 
interested in is literally a breath of fresh air.  Let them take that breath and then 

gently return them to the task or lesson at hand.   
 

• Station Rotations and Giving Instructions 

Depending on the size and layout of your garden and the number of children, you will 
need to have 2-3 stations available for active garden work.  Most garden beds can only 

accommodate 8-10 kids and delicate tasks (such as planting seeds) require close 
supervision best done in small groups.  Set up stations with only one that requires 
your direct supervision (unless you have several adults).  Watering, turning soil, and 

weeding (when it’s very clear what’s a weed and what’s not) can usually be done 
without direct supervision by even very young children.  Rotating groups through the 

stations about every 15 minutes gives everyone a chance to practice and learn new 
skills. 

 

Before dividing into smaller groups, gather the whole group for instructions and 
questions.  Use visuals to teach each skill- show the roots of a weed, demonstrate how 

to hold a trowel properly and wiggle a watering can back and forth, how to gently pick 
produce using “crab claws” (two hands), and where to put tools when finished.   
 

To ensure active listening, never have students face the sun (an obvious but common 
blunder), ask younger students to practice the physical actions with you, and wait to 

hand out tools and supplies until all instructions have been given.  Ask students to 
repeat the instructions out loud before breaking into groups. 



 9 

 
• Structure, Flexibility, and Time Management 

Have a structured outline as a starting point (see Chapter 3 for lessons and activity 

ideas), but be willing to deviate from this based on the weather (always have a rain 
plan), energy of the students, or spontaneous inspiration.  Consider the garden a 

co-teacher and take your cues from what is happening right now- “look! The 
crocuses are blooming!”  That said, being well-prepared makes the difference 
between chaos and welcome serendipity.  Know that giving instructions requires 5-

10 minutes, and cleaning up can also require 5-10 minutes at the end.  Most 
academic components should take no longer than 10-15 minutes for younger 

students (kindergarten-2nd grade), while the attention span of older students can 
sustain writing/drawing/measuring activities for possibly up to 30 minutes.  Feel 
out the rhythm and energy level of your group and plan accordingly.  Students 

usually get the most rowdy when they are either bored or don’t know what to do 
next. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Engage the Senses/ Stimulate Curiosity and Wonder 
Traditional indoor learning primarily engages our visual and audio senses.  Being 

in the garden offers the opportunity to stimulate taste, touch, and smell (as well as 
seeing and hearing).  Rub and smell rosemary, describe the feel of a wet stone or a 
corn seed, taste a spicy nasturtium flower, and call attention to the sound of the  
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wind in the trees.  We can learn so much, just by paying attention. 
 

Children (and adults) are naturally curious.  We want to know ‘what happens if I 
do this’…  We are problem-solving creatures who learn best through doing.  

Encourage questions and a culture of inquiry- as long as everyone is safe and 
respectful, testing out ideas is the foundation of scientific processes.  Cultivating 
curiosity often invites wonder- “that is the biggest sunflower I’ve ever seen!”  “How 

did that hummingbird make a nest so small?”  “It’s amazing that those worms 
created all that soil…” Take your cue from biologist and conservationist, Rachel 

Carson- a sense of wonder can indeed lead to environmental stewardship and 
connection.  

 

• Ages and Stages: Engaging All Learners 
Remember that everyone learns differently and that each child is coming to you 

from different circumstances- today is their birthday (!), English is their third 
language, their grandmother just passed away, their parents are getting divorced, 
a new sibling was just born, they recently moved from out of state or country, their 

parent lost a job and is struggling to put food on the table…  
Do your best to meet youth where they are, offer appropriate support, and provide 

an environment where everyone can thrive.  This may mean offering a range of 
activities to stimulate multiple ways of learning and doing (hands-on, creative, 
listening, visual, etc.).  Know that some kids love doing detailed watercolors of bird 

feathers and other kids just need to dig in the soil. 
 

Notes about developmental stages: 
 

o Early Elementary:  Don’t wait for everyone’s attention, have something 
exciting to draw them in after you’ve given appropriate warnings- call and 

response methods usually work great.  During activities, some younger children 
may hang back thinking they will fail at a new task.  Encourage trying new 

things, and acknowledge accomplishments- “look how deep you dug that hole!”  
Know that young children easily get upset and need to feel heard- make time for 

everyone to share at appropriate moments. 
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o Upper Elementary:  4th and 5th graders are capable of independence but also 

require a good deal of affirmation and support.  Being rejected by peers can be 
devastating so be aware when dividing into groups or partner work. 
 

o Middle School:  This can be a very tricky age group.  For some, hormones 
dominate every interaction.  Peer acceptance is huge- trust and respect are of 

the utmost importance.  Kids this age know if you’re trying too hard.  Rules 
don’t always work with this group.  Hold students to high standards, expect 
their very best- treat them like young adults. 

 
o High School:  Recognize teen’s strengths and potential- set clear goals.  

Believe in each person- treat them like adults.  Humor and candid emotion are 
appreciated.  Rules work again. 

 
• Cultural Awareness & Site-Specific Considerations 

It’s easy to default to a generic approach to environmental education that 
unintentionally undermines (or ignores) vibrant cultures and unique aspects of diverse 

communities.  Get to know your school community- what is the socio-economic status?  
How many children are receiving free/reduced lunch?  What is the racial and ethnic 

makeup of the neighborhood?  What languages are spoken at home?  What is the 
history of gardening at your school and within your community?  Are there elders or 
family members who might share their gardening knowledge with your class or club? 

What are your student’s favorite foods? 
 

If possible, it is worth it to spend time getting to know your students and encourage 
them to share their cultural knowledge with the group. Try to grow foods that 
represent their food cultures- bok choi, okra, and shiso will be welcome additions to 

any garden, and the gardeners will be excited to grow plants they recognize. 
 

Be sensitive to the degree that English is spoken- if you have a majority of English 
Language Learners, offer activities in their home languages or limit written activities  
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in English.  Honor and encourage cultural exchanges by orally sharing and 

incorporating signage in multiple languages. 

 
Don’t force getting dirty!  Some cultures discourage children from “getting their hands 

dirty” or sitting on the ground.  They may have special clothes or expensive hairdos 
that make them feel uncomfortable when asked to touch the soil or be outside in the 

rain.  Validate these cultural preferences, provide gloves or raincoats if possible, offer 
alternative activities, and gradually acknowledge shifting comfort levels as 
appropriate.  Getting dirty is fun for some and not fun for others- and that’s o.k. 

 

• Wrapping Up:  The way you start and end each lesson is extremely important.  

Establish a consistent routine and make time to wrap up each day.  One way to give 
everyone a chance to reflect on their time together is to go around the circle with a 
“Rose and Thorn”.  A “rose” is a highlight of the lesson, and a “thorn” is a challenge.  

Encourage respectful listening while everyone shares. 
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Lessons and Activities 
 
 

This chapter offers nine lessons and is primarily geared towards K-5 learners.  Each 

lesson offers multiple grade-specific activities to be adapted to meet the needs of your 
group.  Plan ahead especially if you are working with older students, students with 

special needs, or English Language Learners.  Know that these lessons are a starting 
point and offer multiple options- simplify as needed.  At the end of this chapter there is a 
lesson template to create your own lessons, as well as additional online resources with 

free, downloadable curricula for inspiration and lesson extenders. 

 
Lesson 1: Garden Rules & Exploration 

 
Learning Objectives:  Learn garden rules and tool safety.  Establish Garden Class 

expectations and routine.  Become familiar with garden space, seasonal changes, and 
edible plants.   
 

Time needed:  At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 
and amount of hands-on garden work to be done. 
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Supplies needed:   

• Garden Agreements (rules) written on board for students to read out loud 

• Tools for demonstrating tool safety (trowels, shovels, watering cans, etc.) 

• Something to taste! (Ideal if you have it in the garden- cherry tomatoes, herbs, 

green beans, etc.) 

• Printed scavenger hunts with clipboards & pencils (for 2nd grade and up) 

• Plant specimens for plant matching scavenger hunt (K-1st grade) 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds, watering cans, wheel 
barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for harvesting, trowels for turning soil, 
etc.) 

• Garden-themed books (optional… great for K-2nd grade students) 
 
Plan: 
 

1. Introduction:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.  
Introduce everyone (if time, everyone can say their name and favorite fruit/veggie- 

challenge older students to use a fruit/veggie starting with the same letter as their 
first name).  Explain the plan for today- review rules, taste something from the 

garden, explore the garden with a scavenger hunt, and participate in hands-on 
garden work. 
 

2. Garden Agreements:  Use a board with written (and illustrated for younger 
students and English Language Learners) garden expectations.  Refer to page 5 of 

this guide for a set of example expectations or write your own.  Keep it concise, 
utilize concrete examples and visuals, and try to incorporate humor.  If 

appropriate, ask students to read aloud, explain their understandings of the rules, 
and show some sign of agreement (“thumbs up that you agree to these rules”).  
Discuss consequences for not following the rules- unless the behavior is extremely 

unsafe (where they should leave the class/club for the day) usually sitting out of 
activities for a short period of time is appropriate.  In general, one minute for every 

year of age works well (example: a five year old should sit out for no longer than 
five minutes; ten minutes for a ten year old.) 
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3. Garden Taste!  If possible, offer something small from the garden to taste- cherry 

tomatoes, green beans, and herbs work well.  Harvest and wash them before 
students arrive.  What are we tasting today?  How many of you have eaten this 
before?  How many of you already know you love [tomatoes]?  How many of you 
have never eaten [tomatoes] or think you don’t like them but are going to be brave 
and try them today?  Emphasize the “don’t yuck my yum” expectation to have an 

open mind and try new things and be polite if you don’t care for something.   
Encourage, but don’t force, everyone to try it.  Pass the bowl around the circle and 

ask students to wait to eat until everyone has food, then try it all together (this 
prevents some students from making faces that discourage others from initially 
trying it).  Ask for respectful opinions, adjectives for taste, smell, and texture, and 

go around for a second taste if students like it.  Collect any unfinished items in a 
“no thank you” compost container. 

 
4. Books for K-2nd grade:  If time, reading a garden book for the first lesson is a great 

way to introduce students to seasons and life cycles.  My favorite books include:  
“Jack’s Garden” by Henry Cole, “This Year’s Garden” by Cynthia Rylant, “And 
Then it’s Spring” by Julie Fogliano or “Fletcher and the Falling Leaves” by Julia 

Rawlinson. 
 

5. Scavenger Hunt:  For K-1st graders hand out a plant part to each child (such as one 
kale leaf, a nasturtium flower, etc.) and ask them to walk (don’t run) to find the 
plant that part came from- matching the part to the plant, teach the names of each 

plant.  Repeat until each child has found every plant.  For 2nd grade and up 
(making sure students can read English), divide group into partners and hand out 

printed scavenger hunts (see an example at the end of this lesson or write your 
own) with clipboards and pencils.  Emphasize that this is not a test, just a fun way 
to become familiar with the garden.  Remind students how to clean-up and what to 

do when finished. 
 

6. Garden Work:  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-3 gardening  
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stations (harvesting for the group or cafeteria, deadheading flowers, weeding, 
watering, planting seeds such as peas, carrots, or spinach, digging and exploring 
soil, etc.).  Demonstrate each skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up.  When 

students complete scavenger hunt, let them choose a gardening activity- rotate 
through stations as appropriate.  If time, provide options for sketching plants or 

looking at gardening books. 

 
7. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 

did we taste today?  Did you see anything interesting in the garden?  What was 
your favorite activity?   
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Example Fall Scavenger Hunt (3rd-6th grade) 

 
Directions:  Work with a partner to complete this scavenger hunt! 
 
NAMES: ______________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
1. Use 3 adjectives to describe the weather right now: 

 
 

2. Estimate what the air temperature is: 
 

 
3. How many garden beds are there? 

 
 

4. Use your footsteps to measure the perimeter of one bed- how many footsteps? 
 
 

5. Sketch the shape of the garden bed you just measured: 
 

 
 

6. Find a tomato plant- rub and smell the leaves.  Use two words to describe the 
smell: 

 
 

7. Find a watermelon plant- draw the watermelon fruit: 
 
 

8. Find a corn plant- is it taller than you? 
 

 
9. Find an insect- what kind is it? 

 
 

10.   How many watering cans do you see in the garden? 
 
 

11. When you finish, find [instructor] for instructions  
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Lesson 2: Edible Plant Parts 
 

Learning Objectives: Learn the six basic parts of flowering plants (root, stem, leaf, 
flower, fruit, seed), their functions, and the parts we eat.   
 

Time needed:  At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 
and amount of hands-on garden work to be done.  Recipe requires additional time. 

 
Supplies needed:   

• Something to taste! (Ideal if you have it in the garden- cherry tomatoes, herbs, 

green beans, etc.) 

• Plant diagram drawn on board with parts labeled  

• Ingredients and equipment for optional recipe (see end of lesson for Plant Part 

Pesto recipe) 

• Printed Plant Part Hunt worksheet, pencils, and clipboards (for 3rd grade and up) 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds, watering cans, wheel 
barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for harvesting, trowels, etc.) 

 

Plan: 
1. Introduction:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions. 

Explain the plan for today- taste something from the garden, learn the six parts of 

edible plants, make Plant Part Pesto (optional), participate in hands-on garden 
work. 

 
Six Plant Parts:  Use a diagram drawn on the board showing the six plant parts 

(root, stem, leaf, flower, fruit, seed), and/or a plant from the garden showing all of 
the parts- tomato plants are often great for this.  For younger students, practice 
reading already labeled parts.  For older students (possibly 2nd grade and up), ask 

students to come up and label the parts.  Briefly discuss how each part has an 
important job:  roots stabilize the plant and absorb water; stems hold the plant up, 

connect all the parts, and transport water and nutrients; leaves are the food  
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factories of the plant- collecting sunlight and performing photosynthesis to create 

energy, they also produce oxygen for us to breathe (!); flowers attract pollinators 
and eventually produce seeds; fruits are the suitcases of seeds, protecting them 
until they’re ready to grow; seeds produce more plants and continue the life cycle! 

 
Songs & Books (K-2nd grade):  For younger children, a version of the song “Head & 

Shoulders” is fun- starting with feet (roots) and moving up the body (legs are 
stems, arms/hands are leaves, face is flower, belly is fruit, crouch down as a seed):  
Roots, Stems, Leaves, and Flowers, Leaves & Flowers. Roots, Stems, Leaves, and 
Flowers, Leaves & Flowers.  And it all starts with a fruit and a seed!  Roots, 
Stems, Leaves, and Flowers, Leaves & Flowers!  Great books to read are “Tops & 

Bottoms” by Janet Stevens or “The Gigantic Turnip” by Aleksei Tolstoy and Niamh 
Sharkey. 
 

3. Exploring Plant Parts:  There are many ways to do this.  For younger children (K-
1st grade), go on a Plant Part Hunt in the garden, collect examples of roots, 

stems, leaves, flowers, fruits, and seeds (can be from all different plants) and make 
a Plant Part Puzzle.  Divide into groups, give each group a set of 6 plant parts and 
ask them to create a wacky plant puzzle on the ground by connecting all the parts 

in the right places.   
For 3rd grade (possibly 2nd) and up, hand out printed Plant Part Hunts (see 

example at end of lesson), divide into groups and have students hunt for, draw, 
and measure edible plant parts.  Alternatively, you can focus on just one plant part 
(maybe the one you have most of in the garden)- how many different types of edible 
roots can we find?  Harvest a few, use hand lenses and rulers to measure and 
observe up close, draw, and label. 

 

4. Eating Plant Parts:  Depending on access to kitchen equipment and the dynamics 
of your group, preparing a simple recipe highlighting different plant parts is a 

great way to introduce new foods and become familiar with plant parts.  See end of 
lesson for a (nut-free) Plant Part Pesto or salad recipe (requires about 20 minutes). 
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5. Garden Work:  This lesson is a great opportunity to plant some specific plant 

parts such as carrots (edible roots & leaves), spinach, arugula, or lettuce (edible 
leaves), peas or beans (edible seeds), nasturtiums (edible flowers).  Otherwise any 

other necessary gardening tasks are great.  Depending on the age and size of your 
group, preset 2-3 gardening stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.).  

Demonstrate each skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up, and rotate students 
through stations as appropriate. 
 

6. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 
are the six plant parts?  What parts did we find in the garden today?  What plant 
parts did we plant/eat/draw? 
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Example: Plant Part Hunt (3rd grade and up) 

 
NAMES:           
 
DIRECTIONS:  Work with your team to find plant parts in the garden! 
 

1. Find an edible root- what is it? 
 
 

2. Use your ruler to measure the length of the root: 
 
 

3. Find an edible stem- what is it? 
 
 

4. Find an edible leaf- what is it? 
 
 

5. Describe the color and feel of this leaf: 
 
 

6. Find an edible flower- what is it? 
 
 

7. Draw a picture of this edible flower: 
 
 

8. Find an edible fruit (can be tomato, cucumber, squash, etc.) - what is it? 
 

9. Draw a picture of the edible fruit: 
 
 

10. Find an edible seed- what is it? 
 
 

11. Draw a picture of this edible seed: 
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Plant Part Pesto (requires about 20 minutes) 
 
 
Note:  This nut-free recipe makes enough pesto for 15-20 children.  Any edible leaves 
(herbs, arugula, spinach, kale, etc.) will work- have fun experimenting!  Also, if you do not 

have access to a food processor, consider adapting this recipe for an easy Plant Part Salad. 
 
 
Ingredients: 
 
Leaves:  Small bunch of kale leaves, stems removed, leaves torn into pieces 

More Leaves:  Small handful of basil leaves torn into pieces 

Leaves & Stems:  Small handful of carrot and chive tops torn into pieces 

Seeds:  1/2 cup sunflower seeds + one ear of fresh corn (kernels cut off) 

Bulb:  1 clove garlic 

Fruit (oil) :  ¼ cup olive oil (add more if needed) 

More Fruit:   Juice from ½ a lemon 

¼ cup grated Parmesan Cheese (optional) 

½ teaspoon of salt (1/4 teaspoon if using Parmesan) 

 
 
Directions: 

Pulse all ingredients in food processor- count by 3’s, in Spanish, French, or Japanese (or 

any language your students speak) until pesto is creamy and bright green!   

Garnish with nasturtium or borage blossoms (flower).  Serve pesto on fresh bread, pasta, 

or pizza, or use as a dip with fresh vegetables. 
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Lesson 3: Reading Seed Packets 

 
Learning Objectives: Learn how to find and interpret information on seed packets 
and understand the importance of proper seed spacing, depth, and planting times.   

 
Time needed:  At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on 

ages and amount of hands-on garden work to be done. 
 
Supplies needed:   

• Something to taste! (Ideal if you have it in the garden- cherry tomatoes, herbs, 
green beans, etc.) 

• Example seed packet drawn on board with all relevant information labeled 

• Seed packets (great to have an example of one warm-weather and one cool-
weather crop for older students) 

• Printed seed packet worksheet (for 3rd grade and up) 

• Drawing paper and colored pencils for K-2nd grade 

• Small plates for observing seeds 

• Hand lenses for every two students (optional, but great for looking closely at 
seeds) 

• Seed catalogues (optional, but great for learning about plant varieties and 

imagining new plantings!) 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds, watering cans, wheel 
barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for harvesting, trowels, etc.) 

 
Plan: 

1. Introduction:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions. 
Explain the plan for today- taste something from the garden, learn how to plant 

seeds and read seed packets, participate in hands-on garden work. 
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2. Garden Taste:  If possible, try to start every lesson with a taste from the garden.  

This establishes a community of sharing, a willingness to try new foods, and an 
awareness of seasonal harvests.  See lesson one for an approach to tasting 
produce as a group. 

 
3. Reading Seed Packets:   

For K-2nd grade, show several examples of seed packets, ask students to identify 
the plant based on the image on the front, ask if students have grown or eaten 
each plant.  Explain that seeds come in different shapes, colors, and sizes and that 

different seeds have different planting needs.  Some seeds like to be planted deep 
in the soil (ex. beans, corn, and peas) while others are tiny and just get sprinkled 

on the surface and barely covered (ex. lettuce, arugula, and poppies).  Seed 
packets teach us how to plant each seed.   
Give each student a seed packet (best with bigger seeds such as peas, beans, corn, 

nasturtiums, chard, etc.), drawing paper, colored pencil, hand lens, and small 
paper plate.  Ask students to write the name of each plant found on their packet, 

draw a picture of the plant, then carefully open the packet and take out a few 
seeds to observe on their plate.  Next to their drawing of the plant, ask students to 
draw a close-up of the seed.  What shape/color is your seed?  Have you eaten this 
plant before? 

 

For 3rd grade and up, ask:  Are all seeds the same?  Do all seeds have the same 
planting needs?  What kind of information might we find on seed packets?   
Emphasize that seeds require different spacing, depth, temperatures, moisture 

levels, and times for planting- seed packets provide all this information. Use a 
diagram of a seed packet to point out where to find information on seed packets, 
and how to interpret vocabulary.  Emphasize the difference between warm-

weather and cool-weather crops.  What would happen if we planted watermelons 
in December? 

 

Divide the group into partners.  Make sure seed packets clearly explain required 
information.  Give each pair two seed packets (preferably one warm-weather crop,  
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such as melon, squash, or cucumber, and one cool-weather crop such as lettuce, 

arugula, peas, or carrots), pencils, and printed worksheets (see end of lesson for 
example- adapt as needed).  Students should work together to find information on 

seed packets and record.  Also great to provide plates and hand lenses to observe 
and draw seeds.   For 3rd grade, just study 1 seed packet. 
 

4. Garden Work:  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-3 gardening 
stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.- especially great if you can 

incorporate planting some of the seeds the students just learned about).  
Demonstrate each skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up.  When students 
complete worksheet, let them choose a gardening activity- rotate through stations 

as appropriate.  If time, provide options for sketching plants or looking at seed 
catalogues. 

 
8. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 

did we taste today?  What kinds of seeds did we learn about?  What did we plant?  
How long do you think it will take for our seeds to sprout? 
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Example: Reading Seed Packets (4th grade and up- Simplify for 3rd 

grade) 
 

NAMES:           
 
DIRECTIONS:  Use your seed packets to find the following information! 
 
 

1. What type of warm-weather (summer growing) seeds do you have? 
 

 
• What part(s) of this plant is edible? (root, stem, leaf, flower, fruit, seed?) 

 
• How far apart should these seeds be planted? 

 
• How deep should these seeds be planted? 

 
• How many days does it take for these seeds to germinate (sprout)? 

 
• Carefully open your packet and draw a close-up of one seed: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What type of cool-weather (spring/fall growing) seeds do you have? 
 
 
• What part(s) of this plant is edible? (root, stem, leaf, flower, fruit, seed?) 

 
• How deep should these seeds be planted? 

 
• How many days does it take for these seeds to germinate (sprout)? 

 
• Carefully open your packet and draw a close-up of one seed: 
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Lesson 4: Plant Life Cycles and Saving Seed 
 

Learning Objectives: Learn the flowering plant life cycle, seed diversity, adaptations, 
and dispersal, and the value of saving seed. 

 
* Note:  This lesson can be adapted for K-5th grade, and beyond, with lesson extenders, 
and is best done in the fall when the garden is going to seed.  A ratio of 10:1 children to 

adults helps facilitate rotating stations. 
 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on 

ages and attention spans 
 
Supplies needed: 

● Books about seeds for K-2 (such as “The Tiny Seed”, “The Dandelion Seed”, “A 
Seed is Sleepy”, or “A Fruit is a Suitcase for Seeds”) 

● Seeds to harvest from the garden (optional, great if you have some such as lettuce, 
beans, or calendula!) 

● Seeds to sort and 5+ egg cartons for sorting (try to get diverse and beautiful seeds) 
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● Example of plants going to seed (calendula works great to show life cycle) 

● Seeds to be shucked (especially beans, radish, kale, sunflower, calendula, lettuce, 
flax, etc.) 

● Plates or bowls for collecting harvested and cleaned seed 

● Hand lenses for observing seeds 
● Diagram of plant life cycle on board 

● Seed Packet Template or small envelopes (if making seed packets) 
● Seed catalogues (for looking at or for making recycled seed packets) 
● Pencils (writing and colored for decorating seed packets) 

 
Plan: 

1.  Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.   
For K-2nd Grade- Show an example of a sunflower seed head or other 
beautiful/interesting plant going to seed.  Tell students we are going to study 

seeds today!  Why are seeds important? What is inside seeds? (A baby plant and 
food for that plant!)  Why is it helpful to save seeds?  (Grow the same plants we 

like, save money).  What kinds of seeds do we eat?  (Peas, beans, grains, corn, 
chocolate, coffee, and seeds in fruits, etc…)   
For 3rd grade and up:  Walk around the circle with a plate of diverse seeds 

(preferably tiny ones like lettuce, familiar beans and sunflowers, and also flower 
and tree seeds)- ask, what do all these things have in common?  (Guide them to 

understand that everything on the plate is a type of seed- today we are studying 
seeds!)  Why are seeds different shapes and colors? How do seeds travel? (If 
appropriate, briefly discuss adaptations and how seed coats protect seeds from 

weather and animals, and how different seeds are designed to travel by water, air, 
or attached to animals- show different examples of these).   

 
2.  Plant Life Cycle:  For K-2nd grade: use plant life cycle diagram and have 

students describe the different stages.  Reiterate that the cycle continues! 
For 3rd grade and up: Ask for 3-5 student volunteers (depending on how many 
examples of growth stages you have for a particular plant).  Example:  Pick 
calendula at 4 different stages (seedling, fully grown with bud, fully grown 
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and bloomed, fully grown and going to seed).  Give one plant example to each 
volunteer.  Ask the students to line up in order to show the life cycle of the plant 
and describe the stage of each plant example: about to bloom, blooming, etc.- 
reiterate that this is a circle or cycle that never stops.  Classmates can help put 
them in order. 
 

3.  Seed Books (K-3):  If time… (K-1st grade) read simple books such as “The Tiny 
Seed” by Eric Carle or “The Dandelion Seed” by Joseph Anthony- emphasize life 
cycles and the need for seeds to travel.  2nd-3rd grade, read “A Seed is Sleepy” by 
Diana Hutts Aston to discuss seed anatomy, dispersal, and life cycles. 
 

4. Seed Stations:  Preset several stations for students to explore seeds (best to 

have less than 10 students at each station)- plan for about 10-15 minutes at each 
station.  Station 1- Seed Harvest:  If possible, have one adult lead a seed 

harvest from the garden (especially sunflower, bean, lettuce, and calendula)- take 
care to collect them properly in containers and keep types separated.  Station 2- 
Seed Sorting:  Once set up, this station should not require an adult.  Pour a 

variety of diverse and beautiful seeds into the top lids of several egg cartons.  
Students should work with partners to sort the seeds into the egg cups- choosing 

their own categories (seed type, color, shape, size, etc).  While sorting, encourage 
questions and detailed observations, “why do you think that seed is shaped like 
that?”  “What is the biggest seed you found?”  “How would you describe the feel of 

this seed?”  “Do you recognize any of these seeds?”  Station 3- Cleaning Seeds:  
Provide a variety of saved seed from the garden to be shucked and cleaned.  Teach 

students how to separate the seeds from chaff or pods- lettuce will be very 
different from beans (the bigger the better for younger students)…  Provide labeled 
plates for small groups to work around and jars for finished cleaned seed.  

Station 4- Seed Packets (optional at end):  Best for older students (3rd grade 
and up).  Provide a template to trace and cut out recycled paper (seed catalogues 

work great!), label and fill with one type of seed or companion mixes (‘spring 
wildflower’, ‘salad greens’, etc.), or simply label, decorate and fill small envelopes.  

If time, rotate students through as many stations as possible. 
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5.  Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 

was your favorite type of seed you learned about today?  What should we do with 
the seeds we saved and packaged?  Why are seeds important? 

 
Lesson Extensions:  Seed studies can take up an entire unit- drawing, observing 

with hand lenses, seed collages, eating seeds, making bird feeders, planting of course, 
sprouting in jars, observing/measuring/charting growth, designing dispersal methods, 
testing germination rates, testing growth variables (take away light, water, or change 

seed depth- compare against a control), explore cultural seed saving and cooking 
practices, write seed stories… endless possibilities.  Kids love seeds! 
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Lesson 5: Garden Habitats & Ecosystems 
 
Learning Objectives:  Learn the importance of biodiversity, healthy ecosystems, and 

habitats in the garden.  Understand how living things are connected and 
interdependent. 

 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on 

ages and attention spans. 
 
Supplies needed: 

• Hand lenses for observing soil critters 

• Trowels for digging in soil 

• Index cards labeled with Ecosystem Game players (see end of lesson for list) 

• Tables or other flat surfaces for playing game 

• Pencils & clipboards 

• Printed Habitat Hunt worksheets or drawing paper 



 33 

 
• Diagram of an ecosystem drawn on board 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds-especially pollinator 

friendly plants, watering cans, wheel barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for 
harvesting, trowels, etc.) 

 
Plan: 

1. Habitat Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.  

Ask, what do all living things (including us!) need in order to grow and be healthy?  
Discuss that a habitat varies depending on the needs of the living thing but that 

all living things (even plants!) need the following 5 things: food, water, shelter, air, 
and room to grow and reproduce.   
For K-2nd grade: What kinds of insects, animals, and other creatures might live 
in our garden? What do they eat and where do they live?  Make a list. 
 

Optional Book K-2nd grade:  “Once There Was a Tree” by Natalia Romanova 
 

2. Ecosystems:  For 3rd grade and up- Reference the ecosystem diagram to 
discuss how everything is connected in the garden.  What do plants eat?  (Sunlight, 
and nutrients in the soil). What do butterflies and bees eat?  (Nectar and pollen 

from flowers).  What do worms eat?  (Decomposing plants and bits of soil to make 
new healthy soil).  How do the worms help the butterflies?  (By making new soil to 

support the flowering plants that the butterflies eat!)  How do the butterflies help 
the plants?  (By pollinating the flowers to make seeds and grow new plants!) 
 

3. ‘Connect the Dots’ Ecosystem Game (3rd grade and up):  Note- choose 
between this activity and the Habitat Hunt below.  Divide students into teams of 

no more than six children.  Explain that they are going to work in teams to try to 
connect all of their Ecosystem cards based on how each living thing helps each 
other and what they eat (food webs)- know that there are multiple ways of doing 

this.   
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Hand out sets of cards (see end of lesson for possibilities to be written/drawn on 
index cards), and ask teams to first find the one thing that all life depends on and 

that feeds plants (our Sun!).  The sun should be placed in the center of the food 
web, then moving out from the center- all of the plants (producers), then insects 

and animals (consumers), and then worms/beetles/bacteria, fungi, etc. 
(decomposers that in turn feed plants).  Some groups will understand this concept 
quickly, others will need support.  Emphasize that everything is connected and 

depends on each other for a balanced ecosystem to thrive.  For older students, 
encourage healthy competition to be the first team to connect all of their cards in 

logical relationships.  
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Habitat Hunt:  Note- do either this activity or the Ecosystem Game above (for 

3rd grade and up).  Habitat Hunt can be adapted to any age. 
 

For K-2nd grade:  Simply dig in the soil to see what you find and discuss the 
habitat needs of soil-dwelling creatures (food- decomposing plants and animals; 

water; air; room to move and grow; shelter), or search the garden for insects and 
other animals.  Demonstrate how to gently hold worms and beetles and other non-
biting critters (I discourage holding centipedes and spiders).  Explain the value of 

these underground creatures as important decomposers.  If time, draw what you 
find. 

 
For 3rd grade and up: Assign partners a specific living thing to find in the 
garden (such as a ladybug, tomato plant, butterfly, or worm) and use the ‘Habitat 

Hunt’ worksheet at the end of this lesson to describe specific habitats. 
 

3. Garden Work:  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-3 
gardening stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.- especially great if you can 
incorporate planting native perennials and/or pollinating plants or cover crops for 

soil health). Demonstrate each skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up.  When 
students complete Ecosystem Game or Habitat Hunt, let them choose a gardening 

activity- rotate through stations as appropriate. 
 

4. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 
living things did we find in the garden today?  How do they help each other grow? 

 
 

 
 



 36 

 
Example: Habitat Hunt (3rd grade and up) 

 
Directions:  Work with a partner to complete this Habitat Hunt! 
 
NAMES: ______________________________________________________ 
 
 

1. What are the 5 things that every living thing needs in order to grow and be 
healthy (found in their habitat)? 
 

2. What is your assigned living thing to find in the garden? (Ask your teacher if 
you don’t know). 

 
3. Find your living thing and draw it: 

 
 
 
 

4. Draw a picture of its habitat (where it lives): 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What does your living thing eat? 
 
 

6. Does it have the 5 things it needs in order to grow and be healthy?  Explain: 
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Cards for Ecosystem Game 

 
Note:  These are just suggestions.  Try to use living things that exist in your specific 
garden.  Write or draw each thing on a separate index card.  Card sets for each team 
should include ‘Sun’, a set of plants, animals, insects, and worms- use up to 20 cards 
per group, more for older students. 
 
SUN 
 
WALNUT TREE 
 
TOMATO PLANT 
 
LETTUCE PLANT 
 
NASTURTIUM FLOWER 
 
BUTTERFLY 
 
HONEY BEE 
 
ROBIN 
 
RABBIT 
 
SQUIRREL 
 
WORM 
 
BEETLE 
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Lesson 6:  Pollination and Insects 
 
Learning Objectives:  Learn the basic anatomy of insects and their important role in 

pollinating flowering plants. 
 

* Note:  Adapt this lesson based on the amount of flowers you have in the garden- 
otherwise, focus more on insects.  Best done in early fall or late spring. 
 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 

and attention spans. 
 

Supplies needed: 

• Diagram of Insect Anatomy (optional diagram of flower anatomy as well) 

• Books for K-2nd grade:  “In the Trees Honeybees” or “The Reason for a Flower” 

• Insect Focus: Plant parts for making Edible Insects (such as cherry tomatoes, 
radishes, grapes, small herb leaves, parsley stems, etc., as well as sunflower seeds, 

raisins, plate for each student and toothpicks)- optional activity 

• Examples of garden flowers clearly showing reproductive parts (such as pollen, 
ovary, and stamens- daffodils, rhododendrons, and lilies are great for this). 
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• Flower Focus: Art supplies for drawing/painting flowers (nice paper, colored 

pencils, watercolors, and/or glue or tape if dissecting flowers) 

• Flower Art: If raining, optional craft activity: tissue paper, pipe cleaners, tape and 
glitter to make flowers.  Small cups and straws with juice for K-2 to pretend to 
pollinate and sip nectar. 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds-especially pollinator 
friendly, watering cans, wheel barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for 

harvesting, trowels, etc.) 
 

Plan: 

1. Pollination Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal 
distractions.  If you did Lesson 5 (Habitats & Ecosystems) discuss how ecosystems 

connect plants, insects, and animals.  Ask, how do insects help the garden? (By 
pollinating and making new seeds!  Some crops such as cherries and almonds are 
almost entirely dependent on bees for pollination). What types of insects pollinate? 
(Bees, butterflies, even ants, beetles, some flies, ladybugs, and many more).  What 
are some other pollinators besides insects?  (Hummingbirds, bats, and some 

mammals).  Show an example of a flower (preferably with visible reproductive 
parts) and demonstrate how insects fly from flower to flower, transferring pollen 
that eventually creates new seeds.  Flowers produce strong smells and bright colors 

to attract insects and animals- if possible show the ‘nectar guide’ on a flower (the 
brightly colored landing path at the center of some flowers). 

 
Flower Books for K-2nd grade:  “In the Trees Honeybees” by Lori Mortenson and 
Cris Arbo or “The Reason for a Flower” by Ruth Heller 

 
2. Flower Exploration:  If there are ample flowers in the garden, take a flower 

walk and collect flowers for dissection.  Refer to flower anatomy diagram (below) to 
guide dissection.  For 1st grade and up, tape/glue and label parts on construction 
paper.  Highlight how pollen travels on insect bodies and how seeds are made 

inside the ovary of the flower- gently touch pollen if you find it! 
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Flower Craft (rain option for 1st-2nd grade, requires at least 30 minutes):  After 

learning flower anatomy, create flowers using tissue paper (gathered in a spiral for 
petals) and pipe cleaners (for stem and style- base of stigma) and tape rolled sticky 

side out for the sticky stigma to collect pollen.  Once everyone has made a flower, 
work in two groups (Flower Group & Insect Group) to “pollinate” each others 
flowers.  ‘Flowers’ sit down and hold up their flowers and small cups of glitter 

(pollen).  ‘Insects’ “fly” to each flower and use a cotton swab to collect and transfer 
glitter to multiple ‘Flowers’ (on the sticky stigma).   Rotate groups.  After everyone 

has had a turn to be pollinated, sip healthy fruit juice (“nectar” reward) from small 
cups with straws representing the insects “proboscis” or tube-like tongue. 

 

3.  Insect Exploration:  Refer to insect diagram (below) and explain that true 

insects have three body parts (head, thorax, abdomen), an exoskeleton for 
protection, compound eyes, six jointed legs, and usually 1-2 pairs of wings.  2nd grade 

and up can label the parts on the board- alternatively, hand out printed diagrams 
for students to label and color individually.   
Insect Books For K-2nd grade: “In The Trees Honeybees” Lori Mortenson and Cris 

Arbo or “A Butterfly is Patient” by Diana Hutts Aston. 
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Insect Song:  For K-2nd grade, to the tune of B-I-N-G-O (act out body parts) 

 
I am an insect in this garden and this is what I’m made of: 
2 antennae 
Compound eyes 
1-2-3-4-5-6 legs 
A pair of wings so I can fly 
Head, thorax, abdomen! 
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• Edible Insects: For 1st grade and up 
Demonstrate how to use fruits, veggies, herbs (as much as possible from the 

garden), and toothpicks to build an anatomically correct insect.  Ask students to 
create a name for their insect and present it to the group!  Students can eat their 
insect or take it home.  This activity is great for practicing fine motor skills and 

learning insect anatomy. 
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• Insect Hunt (All grades):  Go on an insect hunt!  Especially if it is sunny and warm, 

explore the garden to find pollinating insects (at all stages of their life cycle)- teach 
students to be quiet, respectful and calm around bees and other insects.  Try to spot the 
pollen baskets on the backs of bee’s legs and their proboscis sipping nectar.  Count how 

many insects you find, make a chart of what types you find, or sketch the insects.  Are 
all insects good for the garden?  Refer to a beneficial insect guide to understand which 

insects are beneficial to gardeners and gardens (such as bees, butterflies, and ladybugs) 
and which are not (such as cabbage moths, grasshoppers, aphids, and whiteflies).   
 

More info: http://www.xerces.org/conservationbiocontrol/ 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

  
Orchard Mason Bee 

 
Mason Bees:  If your school approves it, building habitat for nesting Mason Bees in 
the fall and/or introducing Mason Bee pupa in the spring is a great way to support 

native pollinators.  Mason Bees are solitary bees, do not sting, are native to Oregon, 
do not make honey, but do pollinate up to six times more efficiently than honeybees.  
Mason Bees lay their eggs in abandoned tubes and cavities in trees or other plant 

material.  Older students could do extensive research and create signage to educate 
their school on the importance of Mason Bees and other native pollinators. 
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4. Garden Work:  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-3 gardening 

stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.- especially great if you can incorporate 
planting native perennials and/or pollinating plants such as calendula, sunflower, 
pineapple sage, phacelia, or flax). Demonstrate each skill, emphasize tool safety and 

clean-up.  When students complete their flower or insect activity, let them choose a 
gardening activity- rotate through stations as appropriate. 

 

5. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 
insects did we find in the garden today?  How do insects help the plants grow?  What 
do the flowers give the insects in return? (Food! Nectar). 

 

For more info on pollination and insects: http://www.pollinator.org/usefulresources.htm 
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Lesson 7: Soil and Decomposition 
 
 
Learning Objectives:  Learn the components and maintenance of healthy garden soil 
and the importance of decomposer organisms. 
 

* Note:  This lesson is best done in the late fall or early spring when there are some empty 
garden beds for students to dig and explore.  First, I will say that just digging and 

exploring with guidance, especially for younger children, may be educational enough.  
This lesson offers multiple activities to dive deeper into the science of soil and 
decomposition- choose one activity for your age group. 
 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 
and attention spans. 
 

Supplies needed: 

• Trowel for each student 

• Cleared soil for digging 
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• Hand lens for each student 

• Variety of soil samples (possibly from around the school yard or garden) 

• Quart-size mason jars with lids (for soil layer test) 

• Soil thermometer (for monitoring soil and compost piles) 

• Quart-size plastic containers with drainage holes, measuring cups, timekeeper or 
watch (for drainage test) 

• Access to water 

• Compost at different stages (preferably a sample of finished compost) 

• Books for K-2:  “Diary of a Worm”, “An Earthworms Life”, “A Log’s Life”, “Up in 
the Garden and Down in the Dirt” 

• Drawing paper and pencils 

• Printed Soil Sample Worksheets (for 4th grade and up- see end of lesson) 

• Clipboards 

• (Optional for 4th grade and up) Soil pH Test Kit 

• Bandanas or other colored flags for ‘Decomposer Tag’, open space to run! 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work (could include seeds-especially cover crops, 

watering cans, wheel barrows and buckets for weeding, bowls for harvesting, 
trowels, etc.) 

 
Plan: 
1. Soil Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.  If you 

did Lesson 6 (Pollination and Insects) discuss how in our last lesson we learned about 
above-ground insects and how they help the garden- today we’ll be exploring below 

ground.  Show a plate of healthy garden soil- ask, why is healthy soil important?  
(Because plants need soil to grow!)  What is soil made of?  (Rocks, minerals, air, 
water, decomposing/decomposed plants and animals).  How do some insects and 
animals help garden soil?  (Encourage a conversation about worms and possibly 
beetles and other decomposing critters).  Explain that if we did not have these 

critters (along with beneficial bacteria and fungi) all of our dead plants and animals 
would pile up like garbage and never go away.  Decomposition is the critical process 
of once-alive organisms becoming nutrients for a new generation of plants. 
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Books & Stories:  For K-2nd grade (who are usually fascinated by worms…)  

read “Diary of a Worm” by Doreen Cronin & Harry Bliss, “An Earthworms Life” 
by John Himmelman, “Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt” by Kate Messner, 
or “A Log’s Life” by Wendy Pfeffer and Robin Brickman.  Practice gently holding 

imaginary worms by making a “house” with your two cupped hands- shielding the 
worm from light and noise and returning it to the soil after observation.  Respond 

to any initial anxiety about holding worms by assuring children that earthworms 
do not have teeth, won’t bite, and are extremely gentle and important to the 
garden. 

 
“Why Centipede Has So Many Legs” (a decomposition story for any age) 

A long, long time ago before any animals had legs, the Creator said “Come to my 
lodge in the morning and I will help all the animals who want legs.”  The next 
morning all the animals came to the Creator’s lodge.  Some animals got 2 legs 

(name some examples), some animals got 4 (name some examples), some got 6, 
and some even got 8.  Centipede and millipede were so excited about having legs 

that they kept hiding their legs and getting back in line in order to get more.  
When the Creator finally noticed, she said “O.k. Centipede and Millipede, I’ll let 
you keep all of your legs, but only if you promise to clean up the forest and the 

garden every day.”  Centipede and Millipede agreed and it was a promise they’ve 
kept since that day forward.   

Ask, how do they clean up the forest and garden? 
 

2.  Soil Exploration (requires about 20 minutes):  For K-2nd grade (or any age) 

demonstrate safe digging with trowels, encourage feeling and smelling the soil and 
gentle handling of any critters you find.  Explain that the more living organisms 

found in the soil indicates a healthier garden soil- no living organisms= dead soil.  
Explore several different soil types in the garden or schoolyard and ask students 
which soil they think is the healthiest and why.  Use an insect guide and hand lenses 

to identify what you find.  If time, ask students to draw the soil critters they find. 
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3.  Soil Quality Tests:  For 3rd grade and up 

 

Drainage Test (requires about 20 minutes): Draw the circle graph below (but 
don’t label) and ask students to guess what the biggest component of soil is 
(minerals), then go down the list through air, water, and organic materials- having 

students label the diagram.  Explain that for plant roots to grow well, healthy soil 
should be comprised of about 25% air, 25% water, 45% minerals, and 5% organic 

materials (decomposed insects, animals, and plants). If soil is too compacted, water 
does not drain (or penetrate), and there is not enough oxygen for roots and other 
organisms.  Divide into groups of up to four students.  Give each group a plastic 

container with drainage holes and marked soil line, 1 cup of water, trowels, and 
cleared areas for digging different types of soil. 

This drainage test will explore how well your garden soil drains.  Assign a different 
area of soil to each group.  Instruct students to use their trowels to fill the plastic 
container with soil up to the marked soil line (draw with a marker).  Each group 

should then pour one cup of water over the soil and use a stopwatch or other 
timekeeper to record how long it takes for the water to fully drain out of the soil 

(once it stops dripping).  If you don’t have a watch, simply start all groups at the 
same time (like a race) and record which team drains the fastest.  The ideal garden 
soil will drain in about 1-2 minutes, too quickly indicates a sandy soil with little 

organic matter, and a soil that drains too slowly indicates a compacted soil with lots 
of clay and little room for root growth.  Guide students to understand which group’s 

soil sample would be the healthiest for plant growth. 
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Soil Layer Test (requires about 20 minutes- set up 24 hours before 
observation):   
This soil quality test requires at least 24 hours prior to observation so prepare 

jars the day before meeting with students or have students assemble at the end of 
a previous lesson and observe at your next class.  Divide into groups of up to five 

students.  Give each group a quart-sized mason jar and trowels for digging.  
Instruct students to fill their jar 2/3 full of soil (assign groups different digging 
areas with distinctly different soil) and then fill almost to the top with water and 

tightly close with lid.  Label each jar with group’s name then shake vigorously 
until soil particles are dispersed throughout water.  After shaking, set jar on a flat 

surface and do not disturb for at least 24 hours, allowing particles to settle.   
 
OBSERVATION:  Try to identify three distinct mineral layers in the jar.  Sand 

(the largest and heaviest particles) will be the layer on the bottom of the jar, then 
silt, and finally clay- clay particles are so small and light they may stay 

suspended in water for more than 24 hours.  Organic materials (decomposed 
plants, animals, and insects) will rest on top of the clay or be suspended in the 
water. 

Explain that healthy soil has many different types of minerals that come in 
different sizes.  Healthy garden soil that is ‘loamy’ (ideal) has equal parts silt and 

sand with a lesser amount of clay.  What do our jars show?  Ask students to 
identify the soil layers and draw/label their jars.  
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Collecting Soil Data- (For 4th grade and up) requires about 25 minutes  
 
This activity is best done with older students who already have a basic 
understanding of soil components.  Divide groups into no more than five students.  
If using soil thermometers and/or soil pH tests, explain how to use properly.  

Assign each group an area of soil to examine.  Hand out printed ‘Soil Quality 
Worksheet’ (example at end of lesson) with clipboards and pencils.  Encourage 

students to touch and feel their soil samples and work together to decide how 
healthy their soil samples are.  Ask groups to share their findings with the class 
when everyone is finished. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

4.  Decomposer Tag (2nd grade and up)- requires about 20 minutes:   

Vocabulary:  Producers (plants- get their energy from the sun), Consumers 
(animals/insects, including humans, that eat plants or eat other animals that eat 
plants), Decomposers (organisms that eat dead plants and animals and return 

nutrients to the soil).  Refer to Lesson 6 (Ecosystems). 
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Show a plate of finished compost (should not be stinky and should look like rich, 

black soil).  Encourage students to smell and touch it.  Then show a plate of dead 
plants (possibly apple cores/banana peels/old leaves).  Ask, How did this plate of 
plants turn into this finished compost?  Explain the importance of worms, 
centipedes, beetles, beneficial bacteria, and many other microscopic organisms 
that eat and decompose (break down) dead plants and return the nutrients to the 

soil.   
To play ‘Decomposer Tag’, mark the boundaries of an open area (about the size of 

half a basketball court).  For a group of 25 students, assign 10 students to be 
producers and give them green flags or large leaves; assign 10 students to be 
consumers and give them red flags or other visible markers; assign the remaining 

5 students to be decomposers.  Establish boundaries, safe tagging, and a signal for 
everyone to freeze for instructions between rounds.  Consumers chase and tag  

producers (with a gentle butterfly touch).  Producers freeze when tagged.  
Decomposers release producers (and bring them back to life) by running around a 
producer 3 times.  After a few minutes, change the ratios of consumers, producers, 

and decomposers and see what happens when one group dominates.   
Ask, what did you notice when there was only one decomposer?  Reiterate the 

importance for balance in ecosystems and the critical role of decomposers to create 
healthy soil. 
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5. Garden Work:  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-3 

gardening stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.- especially great if you can 
incorporate planting cover crops for soil health). Explain that legume cover crops 

such as fava beans and Austrian field peas feed the soil all winter by fixing 
nitrogen and reduce erosion of bare soil during winter rains.  They also provide 

tasty nibbles of leaves and flowers in the early spring before being chopped up and 
added to the soil as organic materials. 
Demonstrate each gardening skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up.  After 

groups finish their soil/decomposition activity, let them choose a gardening 
activity- rotate through stations as appropriate. 

 

6. Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 
did we find in the soil today?  How can we tell if soil is healthy? 

 
For more info and ideas on soil: http://www.doctordirt.org/teachingresources/idealsoil 

 
If you don’t have one already, this lesson is a great opportunity to start a compost 

system. Enlist community support to build a scale and model appropriate to your garden 
and students: 3-bin systems can be great for teaching the decomposition process but even 
a small worm bin or leaf pile can be excellent teaching tools. 
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Example: Soil Quality Worksheet (4th Gr. and up) 

 
Team Members:            
 
Directions:  Take turns recording data about your soil sample.  Be as specific as 
possible! 
 

1. Soil Collection Location (where did your soil come from?): 
 
            

 
 

2. Describe your soil sample: 
 

Color:          
 
Smell:          
 
Texture (what does it feel like?  Dry, moist, soft, crumbly, hard, 
rocky…):  
 
            
 
Living Organisms (Worms? Insects? Plants?  Fungi?...):     
 
            
 
Were plants thriving nearby?  Explain:       
 
            
 
 

3. Soil Temperature:       
 
 

4. Soil pH (how acidic is your soil?):    
 

 
5. On a scale of 1-10 (1 being unhealthy, 10 very healthy), how 

healthy do you think your soil sample is?       
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Example: Decomposition Detectives (3rd Grade) 

 
 
NAMES            
 
 

• Producer:  A plant (produces energy from the sun). 
 

• Consumer:  An animal (including humans) or insect that eats plants. 
 

• Decomposer:  An animal, insect, worm, bacteria, or fungi that ‘decomposes’ 
or helps to break down dead plants and turn them into healthy soil. 

 
1. Find a producer in the garden.  Draw and label (write what it is) it: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Find a consumer in the garden.  Draw and label (write what it is) it: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Find a decomposer in the garden.  Draw and label (write what it is) it: 
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Lesson 8: Water: The Source of Life 
 
Learning Objectives:  Learn the water cycle and the importance of water protection 

and conservation. 
 

* Note:  Some of these water activities are best done in rainier seasons (late fall, winter, 
or early spring).   
 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 
and attention spans. 
 

Supplies needed: 

• K-2 Books:  “All the Water in the World” (2nd-3rd grade),  “A Drop Around the 
World” (2nd-3rd grade), “One Well: The Story of Water on Earth” (2nd-3rd grade), 

“Cloud Dance”, “Water Dance” 

• 1 bandana per student (or other flag) for “Tree Mapping” & “River Crossing” 

activities 

• Two potted plants- one clearly wilted, one well-watered 
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• Water Cycle Diagram drawn on board 

• Clear glass or plastic containers (about 8-10” tall) & rulers or measuring tape for 

rain gauges 

• Watering cans for each student 

• Jars, food coloring, and celery for “Celery Experiment” 

• Four large bowls, two sponges, and printed water facts (see end of lesson) for 
“Water Relay” 

• “All the Water in the World” index cards for game 

• (Optional for older grades) Water Quality Test Kits (pH and Dissolved Oxygen) 
 

Plan: 
1. Water Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.  

Show the group two potted plants- one wilted, and one well-watered.  Ask students 
to point to the one that looks healthiest.  Ask students to describe what happened 
to the wilted plant- guide younger students to understand that water helps a plant 

stand up, when it lacks water, it slumps and wilts.   Ask, why is water important?  
What would life on earth be like without water?  Guide students to understand that 

all life on earth depends, to varying degrees, on access to water.  Humans, 
especially, require a great deal of water (and we use far more than we need…).  
Ask, how long do you think humans can survive without any water?  We can 

survive for up to three weeks without food, but only about three days without 
water.  Animals, insects, and plants all depend on water for survival.  As well, 

water governs our weather systems and temperatures.   
 

Ask, what are three ways you used water today?  (Drinking- there’s also water in 
juice, milk, and soda; washing; brushing teeth; laundry; flushing toilet; swimming, 
etc.) 
 

2. K-4th Water Books:  (K-2nd) “Cloud Dance” or “Water Dance” both by Thomas 
Locker.  (3rd -4th) “All the Water in the World’ by George Ella Lyon, “A Drop Around 

the World” by Barbara McKinney, “One Well: The Story of Water on Earth” by  
Rochelle Straus. 
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3. Water Cycle:  Ask, where does water come from?  Can we make new water?  
Guide students to understand that there is a finite amount of water on Earth- the 
water we use to flush our toilets could have been the same water that dinosaurs drank 

and peed out millions of years ago (!).  How can this be?!  Use the water cycle diagram 
to explain how water changes states of matter (the only substance that can become a 

solid, liquid, and a gas) and travels through the water cycle, constantly recycling 
itself, but never making new water.  Knowing that all the water we have is all 
the water we’ll ever have, why is it important to protect and conserve our 
water? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

K-2 Water Cycle Song (to the tune of ‘Oh My Darling Clementine’) 
Evaporation 
Condensation 
Precipitation 
That’s the Way 
Round and round goes the water cycle, never stopping every day! 
 

(Repeat with hand motions) 
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4.  Rain Gauges (1st grade and older):  Be sure to do this activity when there 
is a good chance of rain in the next couple of days…  How many inches of 
rainwater do you think we might get in a [week or other measured time]?  How 
does that water help the garden?  Use clear glass or plastic containers (if using 
plastic, fill the bottom with a 1” layer of small pebbles or gravel to weigh it down 

against the wind).  Divide the class into groups of no more than three students 
and give each group a container- using duct tape and sharpies help students label 
their container with a creative group name but take care not to cover too much of 

the container.   
Each group should then go out to the schoolyard or garden and find a good 

location for their rain gauge- taking care not to place it under a tree, gutter, or 
eve, and make sure the ground is level so the container won’t tip over.  Use a ruler 
to show students what an inch of water looks like (use centimeters as a consistent 

measurement if you don’t typically have a lot of rainfall)- have each group record 
a hypothesis for how much rainwater they predict will be collected in their 

container at your next meeting.  When you gather for observation a few days 
later, give each group a ruler or measuring tape and their recorded hypotheses 
from the previous class.   

What was your hypothesis?  What was the actual amount of rainfall?  What is the 
difference between these two numbers?  If you have more time to observe the rain 

gauges, empty containers (watering plants) after each recording and chart the 
amounts collected over time- look for patterns and unusual highs and lows.  Do 
you think we have adequate rainfall for this time of year? 
 
Note: If working with kindergarteners (and possibly 1st graders), use fingers as 

measurements and skip calculating the difference between the measurements. 
 
EXTENSION:  For 5th grade and older, consider using a water quality test kit to 

measure the pH (acidity) and DO (dissolved oxygen) of your rainwater.  Cold 
water has more dissolved oxygen than warm water and is healthier for plants and 

animals.  Healthy water should be a neutral pH of about 6.5-7.5. 
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5.  Xylem Experiment (best with 3rd grade and older):  This is the classic 
experiment to observe the power of xylem in stems.  Xylem are the tiny tubes in 
stems that transport water up from the roots to all other parts of the plant.  

Phloem are the tubes that transport sugars (food) from the leaves (made during 
photosynthesis) down to the rest of the plant.  Xylem zips up, Phloem flows 

down…   
Use celery or any other sturdy stemmed, light-colored plant.  Ask a volunteer to 
fill a jar with 10 drops of red food coloring, then fill with water- mix well.  Show 

the group the celery- ask, what do you think will happen if we put this celery in 
the red water overnight?  Discuss various hypotheses, if time, have students 

illustrate what they think will happen.  Give the celery stem a fresh cut and place 
in colored water for at least 24 hours (max 3 days).  Return and observe changes, 
show students a cross section of the stem, you should be able to see tiny red dots 

indicating the xylem on the cut section of the stem.  What happened to our 
experiment?  Did your hypothesis come true? 
EXTENSION: Carefully slice the celery lengthwise almost in half so that about 1” 
is connected at the top.  Use two jars of colored water, one blue and one red, 
carefully put one half of the celery stem in each jar, keeping the top connected 

(jars will need to be right next to each other)- ask students to illustrate what they 
think will happen with the two different colors.  Many students will predict that 

the colors will combine and turn purple.  During observation, you should see the 
colors stay separate due to the separate xylem tubes. 
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6.  All the Water in the World (4th grade and older):  This activity comes 
from the Portland Water Bureau- they are a great resource and will come to your 

class to teach an array of water lessons. 
Ask, where does our water come from?  Some students might know where their 
drinking water comes from (Portland’s drinking water comes from the Bull Run 

Watershed near Mt. Hood).  Can we drink saltwater?  Explain that 97% of Earth’s 
water is ocean water (salty) and undrinkable.  How much of Earth’s water is fresh 
water and potentially drinkable? (Only 3%!).  What are the seven types of places 
we can find this fresh water? 
 There are 7 main sources of fresh water: 

• Atmosphere   

• Ice Caps & Glaciers 

• Groundwater 

• Rivers 

• Fresh Water Lakes 

• Biological (inside plants and animals) 

• Soil Moisture 
 

Divide the group into no more than four students per team.  Give each team a set 
of seven cards (index cards with one source from the above list pre-written on 

each card).  Tell the students they have five minutes to work as a team to arrange 
the water sources in order from most amount of water to least amount (this is 

about the quantity, not quality, of water).  After five minutes ask each team to 
share their group decisions and explain their thinking.  After everyone shares, 
begin to go through the correct answers, pausing to let the groups make changes 

as you go.  Note that amounts do shift seasonally… 
 

Answers:  Most to least amount of water 
1. Ice Caps & Glaciers 

2. Groundwater 
3. Fresh Water Lakes 
4. Soil Moisture 
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     5.  Atmosphere 

     6.  Rivers 
     7.  Biological (Inside plants and animals) 
 
Ask, does this order surprise any of you?  Remind students that this is still only 
the fresh water, not saltwater.  The vast majority of Earth’s water is salty and 

undrinkable, and the majority of the fresh water is locked up in glaciers and ice 
caps so we really only have access to about 1% of Earth’s water for drinking.   
 

What are some ways you could conserve water at home?  (Turn off water when 
brushing teeth, take shorter showers, don’t water lawns during the summer, plant 

drought-tolerant gardens, ask parents to fix leaky faucets and install water-
saving toilets). 
 
7.  River Crossing Game (3rd grade and older):  This is a fun, active, team-
building exercise for a large group.  Use bandanas to mark start and finish lines 

(should be in a grassy field about 20 feet apart).  Divide the group into two teams.  
Each team needs to move across the space to the finish line using the “magic 

skipping stones” (bandanas) to cross the imaginary “river” (grassy field).  No one 
may touch the ground- someone in the group must be in contact with a bandana 
at all times.  If at any time the bandana is not touched by someone, that bandana 

is removed from play.  Give each team a limited number of bandanas (3-6 
bandanas per group of 8 students). First team with all members to the finish line 

wins!  Give teams two minutes to strategize how to get all of their team members 
safely across the ‘river’ (possibly by hopping on the bandanas, carrying each other, 
or building bridges with the bandanas...) Ready, Set, Go! 

 
Debrief:  What was challenging?  What helped you cross the ‘river’?  How did your 
team work together? 
 

8.  Tree Root Measurement (4th grade and older):  This activity comes from 
‘The ABC’s of Ecology’- a great environmental education curriculum.  Make sure 
you have several large trees nearby.  Show the group an example of roots- ask,  
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how do roots help a plant? (By absorbing water and nutrients and stabilizing the 
plant in the soil.)  How do roots help the soil?  Explain that roots help to stabilize 

the soil and minimize erosion, floods, and mudslides by holding the ground 
together.  Roots also purify and clean water as it moves through soil.   

 
Stand near a tree and ask students to estimate how far the tree roots spread away 
from the trunk.  Explain that most tree roots spread laterally (sideways) beneath 

the soil and can extend 4-7 times beyond the edge of the tree canopy (the 
branches).  We are going to measure and visualize what that looks like to 
understand how expansive and important tree roots are.  
 
 Give each student a bandana or other brightly colored flag.  Start with 4 people 

at each tree, everyone should have their backs against the trunk.  Walking heel to 
toe, show students how to walk away from the trunk, counting their footsteps, 

until they look up and come to the edge of the canopy.  Multiply that number by 4, 
return to the trunk and walk heel-toe out to that multiplied number of footsteps 
(example, if the canopy extended 10 footsteps away from the trunk, the roots will 

extend at least 40-70 footsteps from the trunk).  Students should mark this 
perimeter with their bandana.  When everyone finishes, step back to observe the 

outer edges of the root systems- Did anyone’s roots overlap with another tree?  
How do you think trees on streets and sidewalks manage to thrive? 
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9. Proper Plant Watering (all ages!):   If you did not do the drainage test in 

the soil lesson, consider doing that with 3rd grade and up in this lesson.  
Otherwise, demonstrate proper watering for all students and then practice in the 

garden:   

• Water the roots, not the leaves! 

• Wiggle the hose or watering can back and forth so as not to flood individual 

plants. 

• Do the finger test: after watering, poke your finger 2” into the soil (second 
knuckle)- your fingertip should be wet.  If only the soil surface is wet, 

continue to slowly water until soil is fully saturated 2” deep.  Best to water 
deeply but infrequently to encourage roots to seek water below the soil 

surface. 
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10.  Water Relay (4th grade and up):  Make sure the grass is dry for this 
relay race.  At the start line set up two large bowls of water, about 10 feet apart- 
each team will line up behind their bowl.  Place a large empty bowl for each team 

at the finish line about 40 feet away.  Tell the group we are going to find out how 
much each team knows about water.  Divide the group evenly into two teams.  

Give the first person of each team a sponge- the goal is to get as much water 
(using just the sponge) from their starting bowl to their bowl at the finish line.  
When teams correctly answer questions about water they will fill their sponge 

with water and carefully run it to the finish bowl and wring out, then return to 
pass off the sponge to their teammate.  The first team to transfer the most water 

wins!   
Hint: this is also about water conservation- try to keep as much water in the 
sponge and bowls as possible, then use to water plants after the race. 

 
See end of lesson for Water Trivia Facts (from the Environmental Protection 

Agency). 
 
11.  Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  

Why is it important to conserve and protect water? 
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Water Relay Facts 

 
 

1. True/False: If humans run out of clean water, we can just make some more. (F- 

never new water.) 
 

2. True/False: Water comes in two forms, liquid and solid. (F- 3 forms, solid, liquid, 

gas) 
 

3. True/False:  Water is essential to all life on Earth. (T) 
 

4. True/False: Of all the water in the world, only 50% of it is drinkable. (F- only 1% 

is drinkable!) 
 

5. True/False: The Earth and human bodies are both made up of roughly the same 
percentage of water- about 75%. (T) 

 

6. Name 3 ways to conserve water: 
 

7. True/False: Salmon require very cold water to survive. (T) 
 

8. True/False: One of the best ways to conserve water is to stop drinking so much. 
(F- our bodies are thirsty!) 

 

9. Explain the water cycle. (Evaporation- gas, condensation-clouds, precipitation-
rain, collect & start again) 

 
10. True/False: The smallest ocean in the world is the Pacific. (F- it’s the largest) 

 

11. True/False: The “Great Pacific Garbage Patch” is the floating island of plastic 
trash in the Pacific Ocean that is about the size of the state of Texas. (Sad but 

true- some estimates put the size as big as the U.S.) 
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12. Name the river that flows through the center of Portland (Willamette) 

 
13. Name three animals or insects that live in or near Portland’s rivers.  (Salmon, 

lamprey, otters, osprey, crayfish, water striders, dragonflies, etc.) 
 

13. True/False: A watershed is like a toolshed but it holds water. (F- watershed is all 
of the land that drains into a river or lake) 
 

14. True/False: Portland gets its drinking water from the Bull Run Watershed just 
east of Portland. (T) 

 
15. True/False:  Logging in a watershed is ok because then people can get to the river 

easier to swim in it. (F- logging causes erosion and negatively impacts a river) 

 
16. True/False:  A running toilet can waste up to 200 gallons of water per day. (T) 

 
17. True/False: You can save up to 4 gallons of water a day just by turning off the 

faucet while brushing your teeth.  (T) 

 
18. True/False:  The average American uses twice as much water as any other nation. 

(T- we use about 98 gallons per person each day). 
 

 

 

 

 

For more info on water: http://water.epa.gov/learn/kids/drinkingwater/water_trivia_facts.cfm 
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The next and final lesson is focused on food preparation.  Before going forward, please 
review these tips for cooking with kids! 

Tips for Cooking with Kids: 

1. Be realistic (if you have a class of 32 students and only 30 minutes, make sure the 

recipe you choose will actually be finished and edible by the end of class) 
2. Be super well prepared (chop, wash, organize all ingredients and equipment ahead 

of time) 

3. Work from a familiar recipe (print it out and have one student read recipe, if 
possible, to keep group on task) 

4. Engage every child (make sure there is something for each student to do, 
depending on their skill level and interest) 

5. Safety and hygiene (review safety expectations regarding hand washing, hot ovens, 

sharp knives, and crowded kitchens before beginning to cook) 
6. Incorporate the senses (let students smell spices and herbs as you cook, taste with 

clean spoons as you go- adjusting for seasoning, encourage beautiful plating) 
7. Ask lots of questions/give lots of compliments (have students help with figuring out 

measurements and the origins of ingredients, and compliment their focused 

efforts) 
8. Eat together! (make sure there is time for everyone to taste what you made) 
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Lesson 9: Garden Celebration! 
 

Learning Objectives:  Learn how to properly harvest from the garden and prepare 
simple recipes.  Become familiar with culturally diverse ways of eating and sharing food.  
 

* Note:  This lesson is a celebratory food-focused lesson.  Do this lesson when you have 
the most to harvest in the garden.  Adapt the activities based on your harvest and access 

to food preparation equipment.   
 
Time needed: At least 30 minutes and up to two hours (with breaks) depending on ages 

and attention spans. 
 
Supplies needed: 

• Large harvest bowls 

• Wash stations for produce (large bowls of clean water) 

• Ingredients and equipment for one of the following recipes- simplest to most 

complex (Garden Sushi, Cauliflower/Broccoli Popcorn, Herb Hummus and 



 69 

 
Veggies, or Garden Salad).  See end of lesson for recipes. 

• Art supplies for writing and illustrating recipes (optional) 

• Supplies for hands-on garden work- if time (could include seeds, wheel barrows 

and buckets for weeding, bowls for harvesting, trowels, etc.) 
 
Plan: 

1.  Harvest Intro:  Gather in a seated or standing circle with minimal distractions.  
Acknowledge the groups hard work throughout the previous weeks- remind 

students how much they’ve learned about soil, water, insects, plant parts, 
habitats, pollination, and gardening.  Today is a celebration of all our hard work!  
Hopefully your students have tasted small bits of plants throughout other lessons- 

today’s focus is on preparing and sharing delicious food.   
 

Ask, what do you think we can harvest today?  Take a quick walk through the 
garden to make a list.  Demonstrate how to harvest each ripe/ready item using 
“crab claws” (two hands to twist and pull without damaging the plants).  Divide 

into groups to harvest specific items in large bowls to be used in one of the 
following recipes.   

 
* Be sure to review tips for cooking with children on page 66 before starting 
recipes. 

 
As you harvest and cook, ask- how do your families eat [tomatoes], [cucumbers], 
[squash], [beans]?  As appropriate with your group, initiate a conversation about 
multicultural ways of eating vegetables and encourage children to share specifics.  

Emphasize respectful listening. 
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Garden Sushi (the simplest of all… about 10-15 minutes) 
 
Ingredients 

Harvested garden produce that does not need to be cooked or cut with a few edible 
leaves for wrapping 

 
Directions 
This is the simplest way of eating straight from the garden and works best with 

small, bite-size items such as green beans, cherry tomatoes, sugar snap peas, 
chives, and edible flowers.  After harvesting and washing veggies, simply roll 

small amounts of bite-size veggies in edible leaves such as basil, kale, lettuce, 
spinach, or nasturtium, and eat!  As a simple add-on, make a dipping sauce of soy 
sauce, rice vinegar, and honey.  Garden Sushi! 

 



 71 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cauliflower Popcorn (10-15 minutes) 

 
Note:  This simple recipe can be made with any hard, crunchy veggie but is especially 

good with brassicas such as cauliflower or broccoli.  Liquid Braggs Aminos and 
nutritional yeast can both be found in the health food sections of grocery stores.  If you’ve 
ever added these two ingredients to regular popcorn, you know the delicious combination 

of salty, umami, cheesy goodness they impart! 
 

Ingredients 

• 1 head of cauliflower (or the equivalent of another crunchy veggie) 

• 2 tablespoons Liquid Braggs Aminos (soy sauce alternative) 

• 2 tablespoons nutritional yeast 
 
Directions 

1.  Combine all ingredients in a large container with a tightly fitting lid.  Take 
turns having children shake vigorously until veggies are well coated- count by 

multiples, or in multiple languages to time turns!   
2.  Pass around the circle to taste all together- encourage, but don’t force everyone 

to try, and then describe the taste and texture. 
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Herb Hummus with Garden Veggies (15-25 minutes) 
Yield: About 15 servings 
 

Ingredients 

• 1 can garbanzo beans 

• 4 tablespoons tahini (sesame butter) 

• Juice from ½ large lemon 

• 1 tablespoon olive oil 

• 1 clove garlic 

• ½ teaspoon salt (more to taste) 

• Large handful of garden herbs and greens (chives, spinach, arugula, basil, kale, 

etc.) 

• Washed garden veggies for dipping (carrots, bell peppers, cherry tomatoes, 
cucumbers, etc.) or crackers 

 
Directions 
 

1.  Wash hands for food safety!  In a food processor, pulse all ingredients, except 
veggies for dipping, until smooth.  Students should take turns adding ingredients, 

practicing measuring, and turning on the food processor- count by multiples, or in 
multiple languages to time turns!  Smell each ingredient and pay close attention 

to detail. 
2.  If you have another adult divide students into two groups.  While making 

hummus, the second group can chop veggies for dipping and arrange on platters 

(butter knives only until 4th grade, then students can use sharp knives after 
proper knife safety instruction).  If working in one group, first make hummus, 

then prepare dipping veggies. 
3.  Sit in a circle, pass around hummus and veggies- encourage, but don’t force, 

everyone to try it, eat all together, and ask students to describe the taste and 

texture. 
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Garden Salad  (20-40 minutes if doing dressing activity) 

 
Note:  4th grade and up can use sharp knives (with supervision and instructions) to chop 

items such as carrots and apples.  Otherwise, with younger children or if you don’t have 
knives, simply use veggies that can be torn into bite-size pieces or added whole- greens, 
herbs, green beans, peas, or small cherry tomatoes.   

The dressing activity is from Slow Food USA and great for 3rd grade and up. 
 

Salad Ingredients 

• As much freshly harvested produce as will fit in a large salad bowl 

• See note above for chopping options 

 
Directions 

 
Assign teams different veggies to harvest and wash in large bowls of clean water.  If 
possible, dry salad greens and herbs in salad spinner before tearing into bite-size pieces 

in large bowl.  Identify each veggie and discuss what parts we eat- what kind of roots are 
we eating?  What kind of leaves are we eating? 
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Salad Dressing Activity (from Slow Food USA) 

 
Note:  For K-2nd grade, use one pint-sized mason jar to make dressing as a group.  For 3rd 
grade and up, use the attached team worksheet for students to create their own dressing 

recipe and taste with salad greens to correct flavor (this activity will take about 15 
minutes).  Provide each group with one pint-sized mason jar and one ingredient from each 

category below.  Before breaking into teams explain:   
 
Perfect Salad Dressing= Sour + Fat + Salty + Sweet (just a little) 
 
Ratio of 3:1 for fat to acid (always use three times more oil than vinegar/lemon juice).  

Start with 1 t. acid + 3 t. oil + ½ t. salt + ¼ t. sweet.  Shake all ingredients in jar. 
 
Salad Dressing Ingredients (choose one from each category) 

Sour (Acid):  Balsamic vinegar, Apple cider vinegar, lemon juice, other vinegars 
Fat: Olive oil, other vegetable oils 

Salt: Sea salt, soy sauce, fish sauce 
Sweet: Honey, maple syrup, agave, brown sugar, fruit jam 
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Create a Salad Dressing Recipe (3rd grade and up) 
 

Names:             
 
 
DIRECTIONS:   Work with your team to create a salad dressing! 
 
* Remember the ratio of 3:1 for fat to acid  

 
Start by adding 1 tablespoon of your sour ingredient, then add three times more oil.  
Next, add small amounts of your other ingredients.  Shake until mixed well.  Taste 
with salad greens and adjust flavor if needed. 

 
Salad Dressing= Sour + Fat + Salty + Sweet (just a little)  
 
 

1. What did your team add that is sour? 
 
 
 
2. What did your team add that is fatty? 
 
 
 
3. What did your team add that is salty? 
 
 
 
4. What did your team add that is sweet? 
 
 
 
5. Use 2 words to describe the taste of your salad dressing: 
 
 
 
6. Make up a name for your salad dressing: 
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If your teams made multiple salad dressings, pass around the salad to taste 
different dressings (no double dipping!).  Give compliments to each team and 
describe the taste/texture. 

 
2.  Illustrate Recipes:  If you have time, ask teams (3rd grade and up) to write and 

illustrate the recipe they just made- ask, what did we do first?  What next?  
Students can take home their recipe to hopefully prepare with their families. 
 

3.  Garden Work (If time):  Depending on the age and size of your group, preset 2-
3 gardening stations (watering, weeding, harvesting, etc.). Demonstrate each 

gardening skill, emphasize tool safety and clean-up.  After groups finish their 
soil/decomposition activity, let them choose a gardening activity- rotate through 
stations as appropriate. 

 
4.  Optional Project Extensions: Assign students ahead of time to bring a recipe 

that is important to their family.  Collect everyone’s recipes and have students 
type and illustrate their recipes for a shared book of  ‘Family Food Stories’.  OR 

Host a small ‘Farmers Market’ with baskets of produce for your school 
community.  Raise money for new seed purchases! Especially great if your 
students can take a field trip to a local farmers market ahead of time to see how it 

works. 
 

5.  Wrap-up:  Gather in a circle for reflection- share a “Rose & Thorn” if time.  What 
was your favorite thing we ate today?  Would you make it at home? 

 

6.  Final Appreciation:  A ‘Web of Appreciation’ can be done on the last day of 
class to acknowledge everyone’s hard work.  Using a large ball of yarn or string, 

stand/sit in a circle and take turns giving a compliment to someone and tossing 
the yarn to them- hold on to your end until everyone is connected in a web  
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Lesson Template 
 

Lesson Title: 

 
Learning Objectives:  [Goals- what do you want students to learn today?] 
 

Time Needed:  [Be realistic!] 
 

Supplies:  [Include everything you might need] 
 
Plan: [Include guiding questions and a step-by-step overview, including introductions 

and wrap-ups at the end] 
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Curriculum Resources and Helpful Websites 

Oregon Farm to School and School Garden Network– an excellent group to join and stay 

in the loop for future trainings, workshops, and job opportunities in Oregon!  To join the 
network, email Megan Kemple at mkemple@lanefood.org 

The Environmental Education Association of Oregon puts out a great monthly 

newsletter to subscribe to- lots of info on grants, employment, volunteer opportunities, 
and trainings: http://www.eeao.org/ 

Oregon School Garden Curricula :  

• A comprehensive compilation assembled by the Oregon Farm to School and 
School Garden Network: http://www.ode.state.or.us/wma/nutrition/snp/oregon-
farm-to-school-and-school-garden-curriculum-5-15-14.pdf 

 

• Eat.Think.Grow emerges from Abernethy Elementary School’s award-winning 
Garden of Wonders Program (where I taught for 2 years!).  Excellent, hands-on, 
seasonal lessons directly linked to state standards for K-5 

students: http://eatthinkgrow.org/ 

 

• Oregon Ag in the Classroom features hands-on lessons and activities 

organized by subjects for K-9 students (animals, biology, botany, food and 
nutrition, Oregon history, geography, etc.): 

http://aitc.oregonstate.edu/teachers/handson.htm 

 

California School Garden Curricula: 

• Edible Schoolyard is the brainchild of chef, Alice Waters, featuring excellent 

hands-on food and garden lessons for Pre-K thru grade 12.  Organized seasonally 
and by subject- extremely creative and accessible: http://edibleschoolyard.org/ 
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• LifeLab has been leading the effort in garden education since 1979.  Offering 
training, online resources, and curricula for purchase: http://www.lifelab.org/for-

educators/ 

 

• Center for Ecoliteracy offers trainings, publications, and online resources to 

foster ecological knowledge and systems thinking: 
http://www.ecoliteracy.org/teach 

 

• Occidental Arts and Ecology Center offers teacher training and support as 
well as one of my favorite curriculum on all things seeds: http://oaec.org/school-
garden/handful-of-seeds 
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Favorite Kids (and Adults) Books about Nature 

There are many amazing books about gardening and Nature that, if read right, can 

teach an entire lesson and provide important visuals.  One of my favorite things to do 
with young children is introduce a topic through reading and then explore the garden to 

connect to our book. Plan ahead and visit your library for these titles or begin collecting 
affordable, used copies.   

 

Kindergarten (and Preschool)-2nd grade: 

• The Tiny Seed by Eric Carle 
• A Seed is Sleepy by Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Long 
• The Dandelion Seed by Joseph Anthony 

• A Fruit is a Suitcase for Seeds by Jean Richards 
• Seed, Soil Sun: Earth's Recipe for Food by Cris Peterson and David R. Lundquist 

• Jack's Garden by Henry Cole 
• Planting a Rainbow by Lois Elhert 
• Water, Weed, and Wait by Edith Hope Fine and Angela Demos Halpin 

• This Year's Garden by Cynthia Rylant 
• And Then it's Spring by Julie Fogliano 

• Apple Picking Time by Michelle B. Slawson 
• Fletcher and the Springtime Blossoms by Julia Rawlinson 
• Fletcher and the Falling Leaves by Julia Rawlinson 

• The Longest Night by Marion Dane Bauer 
• The Shortest Day: Celebrating the Winter Solstice by Wendy Pfeffer 

• About Birds: A Guide for Children by Cathryn Sill 
• An Egg is Quiet by Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Long 
• Mama Built a Little Nest by Jennifer Ward 

• Feathers: Not Just for Flying by Melissa Stewart 
• A Rock is Lively by Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Long 

• Swirl by Swirl: Spirals in Nature by Joyce Sidman 
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• If You Want to See a Whale by Julie Fogliano 
• Swimmy by Leo Leoni 

• All the Water in the World by George Ella Lyon 
• A Drop Around the World by Barbara McKinney 
• One Well: The Story of Water on Earth by Rochelle Straus 

• Cloud Dance by Thomas Locker 
• Water Dance by Thomas Locker 

• The Busy Tree by Jennifer Ward and Lisa Falkenstern 
• Sky Tree by Thomas Locker 
• The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein 

• Once There Was a Tree by Natalia Romanova and Gennady Spirin 
• A Log's Life by Wendy Pfeffer and Robin Brickman 

• An Earthworm's Life by John Himmelman 
• Diary of a Worm by Doreen Cronin and Harry Bliss 
• Wonderful Worms by Linda Glasser 

• Earthworms by Claire Llewellyn 
• Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt by Kate Messner 

• Tudley Didn't Know  by John Himmelman 
• Owl Moon by Jane Yolen 
• The Lorax by Dr. Seuss 

• A Story for Bear by Dennis Haseley and Jim LaMarche 
• Thundercake by Patricia Polacco 

• The Pumpkin Blanket by Deborah Turney Zagwyn 
• The Gigantic Turnip by Aleksei Tolstoy and Niam Sharkey 
• Tops and Bottoms by Janet Stevens 

• I Will Never, Not Ever Eat a Tomato by Lauren Child 
• To Market, to Market by Nikki McClure 
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3rd-6th grade: 

• Living Sunlight: How Plants Bring the Earth to Life by Molly Bang and Penny 
Chisholm 

• Understanding Photosynthesis with Max Axiom, Super Scientist by Liam 
O'Donnell 

• Seedfolks by Paul Fleischman 
• The Omnivore's Dilemma, Jr. Edition by Michael Pollan 

Adults and everyone: 

• The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History by Elizabeth Kolbert 
• Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit Disorder by 

Richard Louv 
• I Love Dirt! 52 Activities to Help You and Your Kids Discover the World of Nature 

by Jennifer Ward and Susie Ghahremani 

• The Geography of Childhood: Why Children Need Wild Places by Gary Paul 
Nabhan and Stephen Trimble 

• Childhood and Nature:Design Principles for Educators by David Sobel 
• Whitefoot: A Story from the Center of the World by Wendell Berry 
• Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education by David Sobel 

• Mapmaking with Children: Sense of Place Education for the Elementary Years by 
David Sobel 

• Asphalt to Ecosystems: Design Ideas for Schoolyard Transformation by Sharon 
Gamson Danks 

• Second Nature: A Gardener's Education by Michael Pollan 

• Maritime Northwest Garden Guide: Planting Calendar for Year-round Organic 
Gardening, 2nd Ed. by Lisa Taylor (Seattle Tilth) 

• Lunch Lessons: Changing the Way America Feeds Its Child by Ann Cooper and 
Lisa Holmes 

• Cooking with Children: 15 Lessons for Children, Age 7 and Up, Who Really Want 

to Learn to Cook by Marion Cunningham 
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Year-Round School Gardening Tips 

 
Educators new to school gardens will quickly realize there are some important 

considerations to maximize yields during the school year and to maintain a school garden 
during the summer months.  In addition to edible gardening, school gardens offer an 

opportunity to increase biodiversity, support native pollinators, and strengthen soil 
health.  The following tips and recommendations are specific to the Pacific Northwest and 
are based on Seattle Tilth’s ‘Maritime Northwest Garden Guide, 2nd Edition’.   

This guide is invaluable for year-round gardening in our climate- secure a copy if you 
don’t already have one.   
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Kid-Favorite Annual Veggie Plants 

Early Spring Planting: 

• Sugar Snap Peas 

• Radishes 

• Lettuce 

• Spinach 

• Potatoes 

• Kale 

• Arugula 

• Carrots 

• Beets 
 
Late Spring/Early Summer Planting: 

• Tomatoes (especially cherry) 

• Sweet Peppers 

• Summer Squash 

• Winter Squash 

• Basil 

• Beans 

• Corn 

• Small Melons 

• Cucumbers 
 
Fall Planting: 

• Garlic 

• Cover Crops: Fava Beans, Austrian Field Peas, Rye, Vetch, Crimson Clover 

• Kale (leave throughout the winter and taste blossoms in early spring!) 

• Carrots (overwintering) 

• Spinach 
• Arugula 
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Kid-Favorite Perennial Plants  
 
These perennial plants increase in size year after year, so choose an appropriate site.  

Semi-evergreen herbs provide beautiful and fragrant options when the gardens are 
otherwise quiet during winter months, and support native pollinators throughout the 

year. 
 

• Rosemary (edible, fragrant, favorite of bees!) 

• Pineapple Sage (edible flowers and leaves, favorite of hummingbirds and bees!) 

• Chives (kids love the spicy-sweet leaves and flowers, also a favorite of bees) 

• Strawberries (will spread- choose a contained area) 

• Lavender (fragrant, edible flowers, favorite of bees!) 

• Echinacea (medicinal plant, attracts bees) 

• Lemon Thyme (fragrant, edible leaves) 

• Raspberries (requires large area and pruning each fall- kids LOVE these!) 

• Fennel (edible leaves, flowers, stems, and seeds- attracts pollinators, can become 
slightly invasive by self-seeding but great if kept under control) 

 
Kid (and pollinator)-Favorite Annual Flowers 

 
Beyond the beauty they provide, incorporating flowers in a school garden attracts 
pollinators to surrounding food plants (such as tomatoes and squash) and offers great 

teaching opportunities for seed-saving and plant life cycles. 
 

• Calendula (edible/medicinal flowers) 

• Sunflowers (who doesn’t love sunflowers?) 

• Zinnias (butterfly favorite) 

• Nasturtiums (edible leaves, flowers, stems) 

• Sweet peas 
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Monthly School-Gardening Tips 
 

These suggestions begin with the school year in September and focus on year-round 
harvests with some tips for summer maintenance.  Try to engage students in all garden 
tasks- if a kid can do it, let them do it! 
 

September 

• Harvest and eat summer crops! (Beans, tomatoes, squash, basil, corn, cucumbers, 

kale, melons, berries…) 

• Plant: beets, spinach, arugula, radishes, lettuce, carrots, cilantro, mustard greens 

• Prepare compost bins 

• Water all plants 
 

October (a great month for a community fall clean-up party!) 

• Continue harvesting summer crops 

• Begin clearing spent annuals (tomatoes, cucumbers, melons, corn, etc.) 

• Take down trellises 
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• Save seed (beans, lettuce, calendula, sunflowers, etc.) 

• Prune berry bushes 

• Maintain compost bins 

• Rake leaves 

• Plant: garlic, onions, and cover crop seeds (fava beans, Austrian field peas, rye, 

vetch, and crimson clover).  If you have cloches (covers for beds), plant salad greens. 

• Turn and explore soil- look for worms and other signs of soil health 

• Begin mulching beds (with straw or leaves) not planted with cover crops 
 

November 

• All summer crops should be cleared by now- save any seeds 

• Harvest winter squash 

• Beds should be planted with cover crops or fully mulched to protect from winter 

rains (“putting the garden to bed”) 

• Plant perennials, berries, trees, shrubs, garlic, and flowering bulbs (and cover crops 
if there hasn’t been a frost yet) 

• Turn compost 

• Rake leaves 

• Put away hoses, signage and cleaned tools 

• Observe signs of decomposition, hibernation, and migration 
 

December  (a quiet time in the garden) 

• Possible late-fall food celebration with any last harvests 

• Learn about birds and other animals 

• Provide shelter and habitat for insects and birds 

• Finish any late-fall tasks (see November) 

• Begin planning for spring 
 

January (time to plan!) 

• Best month to plan and map all garden beds- include students as much as possible 

• Use a garden journal to record all plantings and rotate crops each year to reduce 
pest damage (Plants in the same families share similar pests and diseases- moving  
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crops to different beds each year reduces the build-up of these organisms). 

• Draw a scaled map of the garden and plan all annual plantings (including herbs 
and flowers).  Plan for a big planting in March and another in late May/early June.  
Research all limitations/considerations (hours of sunlight, access to water, amount 

of growing space, soil quality, etc.) before choosing plants.  Refer to a detailed 
growing guide such as Seattle Tilth’s ‘Maritime Northwest Garden Guide, 2nd 
Edition’ for more information. 

• Order seeds (many nurseries provide donations of the previous years seeds to 
school gardens) 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

February 

• Begin to chop up and turn under cover crops that will not be eaten (save fava beans 

and field peas for continued tastings) 

• Finalize planting plans 

• Plant peas!  (unless the ground is still frozen) 

• Harvest any covered salad greens or flowering kale 

• Weed and mulch perennial beds 

• Set up rain gauges to study rainfall and weather patterns 

• If you have a greenhouse: start summer crop seeds (tomatoes, peppers, eggplant) 
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March (to ensure edible crops before the end of the school year, focus on planting this 
month!) 

• Chop up and turn under all cover crops 

• Add compost to soil 1-2 weeks before planting seeds 

• Turn soil for spring plantings  

• Harvest any covered salad greens, overwintering carrots or flowering kale 

• Plant: potatoes, peas, spinach, cilantro, arugula, radishes, carrots, beets, Asian 
greens, Swiss chard, parsley, mustard greens, kale, broccoli, lettuce, chives, sweet 

peas, calendula, nasturtiums 
 

April 

• Continue any unfinished spring plantings from March and plant beans in late April 

• Hang mason bee houses 

• Taste all edible early spring veggies 

• If you have a greenhouse: start summer crop seeds (cucumbers, melons, pumpkins, 
winter/summer squash) 

• Weed all beds 

• Set up hoses and trellises 
 

May 

• Harvest and eat early spring crops (lettuce, herbs, salad greens, carrots) 

• Plant in late May:  beans, carrots, beets, corn, broccoli, sunflowers, tomatoes 
(starts), squash, peppers (starts), basil (starts), melons (starts)- these will be the 
bulk of your harvest in September when students return to school 

• Weed all beds 

• Trellis vining crops 

• Observe insects and wildlife in the garden!  A great time for pollination study 

 
June 

• Establish a summer watering plan (Summer camps? Families or community 
organizations volunteer for one week at a time?) 

• Harvest all spring crops- host an end-of-year food celebration or student-run  
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farmers market 

• Finish all summer plantings (see May) 
• Weed all beds 

• Turn compost 
• Begin watering if no rain 
• Tidy garden and prepare for low-maintenance summer garden plan 

 
July 

• If you are not in the garden, make sure there is a dedicated team of volunteers 
(Community centers? Youth interns? Senior citizens? School families?) or summer 

campers to water, weed, and harvest.  Train garden tenders and provide a watering 
schedule. 

• If you are in the garden, begin planting for fall: spinach, kale, beans 

• Water!  This is often the driest month in our area, so be sure there is adequate 
water 

 
August 

• Continue to harvest, water (!), and weed 

• Prepare gardens for students return: tidy beds, toolsheds, watering cans, and tools 

• Write/refine lesson plans 

• Plant for fall/winter: beets, spinach, Swiss chard, carrots, cilantro, kale, radishes, 
lettuce, arugula, mustard greens 

• If you don’t have one already, set up a compost bin with support and approval from 

your school administration 
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Sustaining a School Garden 
 
Initiating and building a school garden requires lots of work- sustaining one over the years 

requires even more work.  Along with the rewarding aspects of increasing ecological 
knowledge and awareness, increasing vegetable consumption, supporting academic 
learning, building community, and spending time in Nature, school gardens also present 

the challenges of sustaining funding and infrastructure and the turnover of families, staff, 
and administration.  Here are a few tips for long-term success in school gardens: 

 

• Secure and maintain support from your school garden administration and district 
leadership. 

• If possible, establish a garden committee of parents, staff, and community 
members- don’t try to do it alone! 

• Develop a mission and vision for your project: identify short-term and long-term 
goals. 

• Start small and celebrate each accomplishment!   
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• Involve students in as many decisions as possible. 

• Eat, smell, and admire the plants as often as you can!   

• Photograph and/or keep a journal or record of lessons learned, challenges, goals, 
and favorite plant varieties.  Remember why you do this work. 

• Join local networks- reach out for curriculum ideas, best teaching practices, and 
funding possibilities. 

• Pursue professional development opportunities- keep learning along with your 

students! 

• Trust that all of your efforts are worthwhile.  They are. 
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