
[image: image1.jpg]



                               Teaching in the Gardens and Growing the Future
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First Ten Steps to Creating a School Garden Program

There are so many variables when it comes to starting a school garden program that it is impossible to give 10 steps that will fit every situation.   There are many variables and no direct route from start to finish.  The steps we are sharing today, assume that you are a teacher or parent and you have to get your administrators on board.
First I am going to share the process of starting Granny’s Garden School.  In my situation, it was not difficult to convince the administrators from the principal to the school board and the grounds people.  It was not one major presentation.  It happened in stages over a two week period.  

1. Idea, followed by coffee with, Nancy, someone familiar with the workings of the school to gather information.  

a. I was totally unfamiliar with the inner workings of the schools.  There are two schools that share the 24 acre campus.  Primary 1-2 and Elementary 3-4.  

b. Nancy and I met with principal #1.  I had a basic outline – I wanted to give kids a chance to pick flowers.  The principal was impressed enough offer the use of a $500 grant he had just received from Wal-Mart and to arrange for the three of us to meet with the 2nd principal on the campus and the district grounds manager.  

2. At this meeting, the grounds manager expressed his concerns and we came to an agreement as to how they would be addressed – basically, as long as the principals were ok with the looks of the grounds, it was ok with him. 

3. The grounds manager arranged for me to present my plan to the school board the following week.  By then, the idea had grown into a plan.  It helped my 3 minute presentation that I was able to provide each board member with a visual.  
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 The first principle became my liaison to the school district and great champion.   I put together a flier telling teachers what we had in mind and asking for one from each grade to volunteer to be the guinea pigs.  There were four grades but only two stepped up - 2nd and fourth grade teachers. 

5. I put together a flier that went home with all students telling parents about the plan and asking for volunteers.  84 people responded: only a hand full ever showed up to do anything.

6. The first experience actually gardening came when one of the volunteer teachers agreed to bring her students out to help prepare a bed in an 8’ wide weed patch that runs all along the back of the primary school between the building and the playground.  She sent home a note inviting parents to come and help and about six did.  We were on the playground during recess, with volunteers who had no idea what they were doing and a leader who soon realized she had a lot to learn. 

7. This was followed by starting a perennial garden in front of the primary school. It began with a perennial exchange, bring as many perennials as you want to exchange and one to donate to the gardens. We ended up with more than 300 plants.  The two gym teachers volunteered to bring their students out to help dig the perennial gardens.  It was barely controlled chaos.  I had learned from my previous experience and was prepared for one class of 25 students, not realizing they would be bringing out two classes at a time.  

8. This was followed by weekly sessions working with the two volunteer teachers and their classes to prepare their class gardens.  As the work on the perennial gardens continued, there were also times when I would put up a signup sheet in the teachers workroom and invite them to bring out their classes to help.  This gave them a taste of it without committing to the whole program.

9. By the end of the first spring we had dug and planted two class gardens and dug and planted the first stage of the perennial gardens.  When school let out, I lost the few volunteers that had been with me during the spring.  We had been plagued with unseasonably heavy rains all spring.  When the rain stopped in May, it did not start up again until October.  I spent the summer dragging my one hose from one location to another.  

10. That first season, I learned many lessons the hard way that you are benefitting from today.  It was little more than my determination to do whatever it took that got us through the first six months.
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Ten steps

1. Define your vision.  In writing (two paragraphs) and with a sketch. At first, my vision was a large flower garden in front of the school. My vision was limited to my experience and I did not have a model like Granny’s Garden School to help me see the possibilities.  As I started working on the project, I saw more possibilities and my vision expanded to include growing vegetables, class gardens and a nature trail.  
2. Define the primary purpose of your garden? A vision can be a general description, i.e. Teachers will use the process of growing vegetables to teach math and science and the produce will be served in the school cafeteria.  You need to be more specific when defining the purpose of your garden.  

a. How many teachers will use the gardens: one class or the whole school? 

b. How will the gardens be used to teach math and science?  

c. How will you get it from the garden to the kitchen. 

My initial purpose was to give kids the chance to pick flowers.  As my vision expanded so did the purpose.  Now, the primary purpose is to use the grounds as a lab to supplement what students are learning in the classroom.  The vegetables gardens, flowers and nature trail are a means to that end. Produce for the cafeteria, turning the kids on to vegetables, getting the community more involved with the schools are all bonus benefits.
3. Tracking the process
a. Keep a diary of your progress.  It will help to prepare for the coming season and mapping the process will make it easier to train others down the road. Your notes will be the beginning of your garden manual.  

b. Get feedback from teachers and helpers so you know how to refine not just a lesson but the whole garden process.

c. Take lots and lots of photographs.  My apron pockets always held my cell phone, a pen and small notebook and my digital camera.  In our school, parents sign a blanket photo release.  A few students are not permitted to be photographed.  We always find out from the teacher which students those are and are careful not to photograph them.

4. Identify your audience – who will use the gardens and how will they use it?
a. After school program to get the kids outside?

b. Classrooms during the school day to teach science, math, etc.

c. If during the school day, how often will students come to the gardens?

d. How many classrooms?

e. The art class to draw flowers?

f. High school juniors to grow vegetables for the cafeteria? 

5. Draft a plan. The easiest thing to do is to go to our website and select the activities that make sense for your situation. A plan will accomplish a number of things. It will:

a. Clearly illustrate how a garden program can support the curriculum.

b. Demonstrate to the administrators that you have done your homework and you are organized and committed.

c. Allow you to focus on your garden layout to know what supplies you will need to accomplish your goals for the first season.  Knowing this will enable you to know exactly what tools, seeds and plants you will need.

6. Start small.  Whatever your vision, if it involves working with whole classrooms, start with no more than two.  There may be more who want to be involved but give yourself at least one spring or one fall of experience learning the realities before expanding.  
a. We recommend each class have its own garden.  This would mean two 3’ x 10’ gardens (enough space for a class of about 28 students) for each class plus an adjoining area for a flower garden. 
b. Pick your teachers carefully. You want teachers who are good at engaging parents and recruiting volunteers. If you work for the school or are a parent that is active within the school you will already have an idea of the two teachers you want to ask. 

c. If you are a parent and are starting from scratch, talk with the teachers you know (begin with your child’s teachers including ones they had in the past) show them what you have in mind.  Ask them what challenges they might foresee.  Promote that your activities will be curriculum based and you will take care of everything.  Be prepared with a few grade-specific examples.  

7. Get school administrators and grounds people on board.  

a. If you have a connection with someone in the grounds department, pass it by them first.  Ask what potential problems they see with your idea, emphasize that you will be responsible for taking care of everything.  Ask their advice for addressing these concerns. Recognize and address those concerns in your presentation to the administration.  If you have the grounds people on board, your battle is half won.  

b. Take your plan to the school administrators.  Show your map.  Discuss how you will start and with whom.  Make the garden/curriculum connection.  Make sure it is understood by all that the people running the program will be responsible for all of the needs of the gardens, including watering and weeding.   

8. Garden Buddies

a. You cannot have too many garden buddies.  Nancy became my garden buddy for the first six months – then her part-time job went full time and her focus changed.  She was still supportive but not available. 

b. Garden buddies share and support your vision, help you deal with the challenges, cheer successes and help with the down and dirty.  

c. You want doers who have the time and energy to help you get things done.  Hopefully you have already been talking up your idea and getting people excited about it every step of the way and have a couple of potential garden buddies.  
d. Be prepared for the inevitable – people will come and go.  
You have the blessing of the administration; have your one-two teachers on board and at least one garden buddy.  What now?
9. Do it! You decided the purpose of your gardens, picked the spot, and selected the activities you are planning to do the first season. So what do you need to execute your plan?
a. Constructing the gardens 

b. Will creation of the garden be a class activity or will it be “installed” by others?  We recommend whoever will be using the garden be involved in creating it- even if it’s only the garden and not the paths.  They build it, they plant it, they maintain it and they harvest it.  That is how you create ownership and a sense of accomplishment, especially if it is the first one at the school.  It is how you get them connected to and understanding the rules.  They tell each other not to step in the gardens, if they were involved in creating it.

c. What supplies will you need? (Newspaper, compost, shovels, buckets, wheel barrels, water supply, hose, watering wand).  
10. Planting the gardens – What you plant in the gardens will depend on how you defined the primary purpose of the gardens.

a. Will you plant seeds or plants? Both?

b. Will you have an herb garden, flower garden or focus on vegetables? We recommend all three.  
11. It’s time to publicize your plans.  

a. You have been collecting the email of everyone you talk to about the plan.  Now is the time start utilizing this valuable resource.  

b. Create a wish list of everything you can think of that you will need for the garden program, including such things someone to post information on Facebook, 

c. Is there a communication format that goes home with all students in the school?

d. Teacher newsletter

e. Principal newsletter

f. Local newspaper

g. On line sources – Cincinnati.com

h. Local blogs
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