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chool gardens are not a new concept.  From primary schools to universities, gardens have offered students of all 
ages places of living aesthetic beauty, connection with the natural world, opportunities for investigating the life 
sciences from botany to biology, and learning in outdoor classrooms.  In the late 1800s, the first official school 

garden in the US was established in Roxbury, MA.  During the first half of the 20th century, schools in many large US 
cities incorporated gardens and WWII saw the advent of school victory gardens growing produce to help the war effort 
on the home front.  With the national focus on technology starting in the 1950s, interest in school gardening waned.  In 
the past two decades, interest in school gardens has 
reemerged as educators and research have shown the 
myriad benefits gardens afford our children and 
communities.  Texas, California, Florida, Louisiana, 
and South Carolina all have state programs that 
promote school gardening.   
 
Benefits of School Gardening 
The purposes of school gardening are academic, 
behavioral, recreational, social, political (creating a 
community asset), and even environmental.  
Gardens have been observed to increase children's 
respect for nature and to aid in physical, mental, and 
moral development.  The positive impacts of student 
involvement in school gardens can be categorized in 
three broad development areas: cognitive, physical, 
and social/emotional.   
 

Caption: Providence Day School Garden, NC.  May 2011 by Margaret Genkins.  Used with permission.   

 
Many school garden advocates make the case for school gardens based on improvements in cognitive development.  
Solid historical rationale and qualitative research support significant academic gains and improved learning outcomes. 
Methods for quantitatively demonstrating these benefits are improving and include comparisons of science classrooms 
using the Junior Master Gardener (JMG) curriculum with control classes using traditional curriculum in which students 
in the JMG-based classes received higher science achievement test scores.  School gardens offer students personal 

observation of and complex experiences in nature 
that are building blocks for classroom enrichment 
which teachers use to support essential curriculum.  
School yard gardens serve as tools for outdoor 
science and environmental education and provide 
sites for hands-on learning and to practice the 
scientific method.  Other subjects can also be taught 
through gardens including math, English, history, 
and nutrition.  Furthermore, gardens offer educators 
opportunities for student-centered learning, to 
address multiple learning styles, and to implement 
interdisciplinary education.   
 

Caption: Hillendale Elementary School Habitat Garden, PA.  Renovations completed by Jesse Adams as part of his Eagle Scout Project.  
July 13, 2011 by Margaret Genkins.  Used with permission.   

 
Physical development benefits include improvements in healthy living habits from nutritional attitudes and healthier 
eating to increased physical activity.  Recent studies of children actively engaged in school gardening have shown 
measurable increases in fruit and vegetable consumption, shifts in tastes and preferences away from processed food, 
greater awareness of the value of food, and better understanding of their food sources.  Because children spend much of 
their time in school, schools have the opportunity to play a large role in the adoption of healthy living habits.  Moreover, 
gardening provides a fun, interactive way to teach and learn these habits.  Gardening is a skill children can use for the 
rest of their lives that promotes better health and wellness.   
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Studies have also been conducted to look at the effect of school gardening on children’s social and emotional 
development.  Qualitative studies and reviews have reported significant improvements in self-esteem, interpersonal 
skills, and student behavior among children who participate in school gardens.  School gardens have also been shown to 
improve attitudes toward school; build classroom relationships and school spirit; improve environmental attitudes; teach 
patience and responsibility; and promote teamwork and cooperation.  Other research has indicated that children exposed 
regularly to plants and the outdoors are more engaged and focused and less stressed, depressed, and anxious.    
 
Starting a Successful School Garden 
Essential to the long-term success of any school garden is the planning that occurs before the first shovel of soil is dug. 
This planning starts with answers to some basic questions:   

 Goals/Purpose: Why start this gardening program?  What are its goals?  How will the garden support curriculum 
goals?  Who is using garden and how will they be involved?  

 Leadership: Who will provide the leadership, initially and ongoing?   

 Garden Plan: What type of garden best meets program needs?  Who will design garden and create garden plan?  
What are garden space requirements?  Has a possible garden site been identified and evaluated?  Has approval to 
use this site been acquired?  What garden components, tools, garden supplies, and other materials are needed?   

 Budget and Funding: What will garden installation cost?  What will garden tools and seeds/plants cost?  How 
expensive is the program to sustain?  Have funding sources and/or donors been identified?   

 Ongoing Support and Maintenance: Who will maintain garden when school not in session?  Has volunteer support 
been identified?  

 
By answering these questions, a plan of action emerges that starts with defining clear goals for the garden.  Next, 

leadership for the project must be identified.  A 
committee of committed, motivated, and influential 
individuals needs to be established.  This advisory or 
steering committee should include teachers who will 
use the site, the principal and/or other key 
administrators, school board members, Parent and 
Teacher Organization (PTO) board members, as well 
as key community members who bring horticultural 
and financial expertise, products, and/or services to 
help with garden planning, building, and 
maintenance.  The questions are tools to create a 
framework for organizing a school garden.   
 
 

Caption: C. F. Patton Middle School Vegetable Garden, PA.  This garden grows for the Chester County Food Bank. July 14, 2012 by 
Margaret Genkins.  Used with permission.   

 
Master Gardeners and School Gardens 
Many school gardens are started and end in failure or abandonment due to inadequate planning and to lack of 
understanding on the part of teachers and parents who initiate the project with all the best intentions.  Seeds planted by 
students in March and April grow unobserved and untended when their student gardeners leave for the long summer 
break in May.  Teacher enthusiasm wanes with repeated unsuccessful requests for volunteer support or attempts to 
engage the help of an uninvolved maintenance staff.  These and many other pitfalls could be avoided by educating 
teachers on creating a successful school garden.  Extension Master Gardeners (EMG) have the skills and expertise to 
offer those interested in starting school gardens the tools to grow a successful garden program.  EMGs across the 
country from California to Louisiana to Vermont have developed programs to educate the educators on the planning 
and resources necessary to start, use, and maintain school gardens.  The common ground of these programs is that 
EMGs act as teachers to the teachers not as keepers of the garden; this effective use of EMG volunteer resources makes 
it possible to reach more children in more schools.   
 
In today’s era of indoor living where children as well as adults are increasingly divorced from the natural world, school 
gardens foster ecological literacy and stewardship skills; create awareness of the link between plants in the landscape and 
our clothing, food, shelter, and well-being; and afford children and youth time and space to explore nature.  According 
to Hannah Daugherty at the Rodale Institute School, “Gardens have an enormous potential to touch every area of a 



child’s learning as well as life outside of school.  When they have meaningful interaction with plants, soil and food crops, 
children leave the garden with great lessons that will follow them home and stick with them throughout their 
lives.”  When children sow and tend a seed so much more than a plant takes root—garden-based learning grows good 
citizens of our planet Earth.  MG   
_______________ 
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