Growing Gardens
Growing Minds
Tips for Creating a
Successful and Sustainable
School Garden

Why School Gardens?

School gardens can be a magical place for students where they can immerse
themselves in new sensory experiences and actively participate in their
learning. School gardens are most effective when fully integrated into the
learning curriculum. The garden can act as a living laboratory for students to
study science and math as well as language and the arts. Students benefit by
learning that food comes from the ground and not the store. They will learn
that creating a sustainable food source takes time and care. School gardens
create positive experiences with food, and students are more likely to sample
fruits and vegetables if they are part of the growing experience. A sense of
community and pride also stems from a growing garden as it becomes a central
aspect of school culture.

Getting Started
Define your Purpose:
What will your garden be used for? Research supports that school gardens are most
effective when utilized for school curriculum; but, they can also serve to donate food to
local homeless shelters, or provide additional ingredients for the school cafeteria. Defining
the purpose of the garden will also assist in determining the desired size of the garden.

Gain Approval and Support
Obtain official approval and support from your school’s principal. If they are enthusiastic, you
may want to ask them to join your Garden Team!
Contact your school’s custodian or groundskeeper. Assure them that you will be responsible
for the upkeep of the garden, and no additional work will be required on their part!

Gather Your Team
Find out who is interested in your school garden by attending parent organization groups
or staff meetings. Create flyers to post around the school and community or head directly
to your administrative offices. Try and gather volunteers from as many groups as possible
including teachers, students, administrators, and the community.

THE GARDEN
MANAGER
Now that you have your team assembled, you will
want to select a garden manager or person in
charge (PIC).
Your PIC does not need to be a certified
gardener, but they should be passionate about
the school garden and improving student health
and well-being.
The PIC will be in charge of food safety plans,
maintaining a harvest log, and general garden
activities.
Support your PIC by assigning garden duties to
other members of the team. One member may
oversee social media and communications while
another is responsible for the budget and outside
funding.

Location
School gardens come in all shapes and sizes from a few
pots in a classroom window to a half acre lot in a school
courtyard. Do what works for you!
For the most benefit, choose a space that is centrally
located (not pushed to an unoccupied section of the school).
You will gain more support for your garden if it is welcoming
space to be!
Most vegetables require 5-8 hours of direct sunlight, so
avoid planting in shaded areas with lots of trees.
Look for an area where weeds are growing. If weeds can
grow, so can fruit and vegetables!
To avoid sewage and drainage issues, plant on slightly
elevated ground.

What to Plant
Allow students to decide what to grow in the garden. This
will foster a sense of ownership and students will be more
likely to participate in garden activities such as watering
and harvesting.
Plant native plants along with herbs and vegetables. This
will increase the amount of beneficial insects that visit your
garden. By planting fragrant flowers you can create a
sensory experience, and may even attract some butterflies!

Plant lots of peas and carrots! These grow fairly quickly, and
students will love being able to snack on them when they visit
the garden.
Herbs such as a basil and mint are fairly resistant to the
Arizona climate, grow quickly, and smell delicious!

Soil
Soil is a key factor in a successful garden. If your school
currently has a usable garden space, you will need to have your
soil tested for lead and other contaminants (see resources).
If your selected garden location is on asphalt or has unusable
soil, building raised beds and bringing in soil is a good, but more
expensive alternative. Most gardening stores have soil starter
kits available as well as expert gardeners to make sure you
have everything you need.
Composted garden waste can be helpful in creating healthy soil.
Store harvested plant parts in an airtight container or compost
bin, and stir contents occasionally.
Some schools have even chosen to create worm bins along with
their compost piles for additional science activities!

Water
Gardens require a lot of water, especially in the desert heat! Most plants will need
to be watered daily, by hand or through an irrigation system.
Watering cans, hoses, drip systems and sprinkler systems are the most common
ways to water plants. Find out what is available to you. Ask your local garden
center for advice on how to build an irrigation system or find a reliable source
online.
Ensure that your garden is located near a faucet to avoid carrying large amounts of
water long distances!
The Garden Manager should ensure that only safe water is being used in the
garden. Potable water is always a safe choice. Well water will need to be tested
for microbial contaminates and municipal water tests should be obtained on a
yearly basis. Additional guidelines can be found in ADE’s Food Safety Plan.
Discuss with your garden team who will water the garden during summer hours.
More information can be found in the “Summer Maintenance” section.

Funding
Research supports that a majority of successful school gardens have
been created with less than $500.
A large number of grant opportunities exist for farm to
school endeavors including:
The Whole Kids Foundation
Western Growers Association
Annie’s Grants for Gardens
Fundraise to support garden funds!
Ask parents and teachers for monetary donations or garden supplies. Some
schools have created “giving trees” in their front office where items needed
for the garden are written on “leaves” and donated throughout the year.
Reach out to local nurseries for general garden inquiries, garden supplies,
and seeds.

Food Safety Plan
The USDA does not require garden certification to use garden produce in the
cafeteria, however, every school garden should have a Food Safety Plan in place
to ensure garden harvests are safely managed.
The Garden Manager should ensure that everyone entering the garden is practicing good
hygiene. Hand washing stations should be easily accessible, and all cuts should be
appropriately bandaged. No one who is sick, experiencing diarrhea, and/or vomiting should
enter the premise.
Students and staff should be properly trained on correct use of tools and garden equipment.
Follow guidelines for water and soil safety.
Anyone working in the garden during the summer should be encouraged to wear a hat and
sunscreen and stay well hydrated.
Use organic measures to fend off weeds and insects. The Salt River Pima Indians
recommend spraying a solution of Castile soap, cayenne and garlic to keep insects away!

Summer Maintenance
In order to sustain your thriving garden, you will need to develop a
summer maintenance plan with your garden team.
Before the end of school, call a garden meeting to determine a watering
schedule. It may help to include janitorial staff, or sport teams who
practice on school grounds during summer. Installing a drip system and
timers is another option, if funds allow.
You may choose not to plant summer crops, harvesting in spring and
again in late fall. If so, you will want to maintain your soil by planting a
summer cover crop such as buckwheat. This will maintain the necessary
organic material and nitrogen levels in your soil. Adding a layer of mulch
will also retain moisture and nutrients.
Secure your gardening tools in a safe place on campus or at a volunteers
home.

How Teachers Can Use the Garden
School gardens are most successful when they are fully integrated into
classrooms and curriculum. Teachers from all subjects can use the garden
for hands on learning experiences with their students. Echo Canyon and
Broadmor are two schools that are making the most out of a school garden.
The possibilities for using the school garden are truly endless!

Science

Bring students to the garden to study the life cycle and different insects.
Students can study how a seed becomes a blossoming flower, and they
might even see a butterfly come to visit!

English

Invite students to write poems inspired by the garden. Create a list of
garden vocabulary words and ask that students incorporate them into their
writing.

Math
Art

Have students measure the heights of different plants or calculate the
radius or diameter of a growing tomato! For younger students, have them
count seeds before planting them in the soil.
Students can create still life drawings from what they see in the garden. If
possible, allow students to pick flowers and herbs to create a natural collage,
or have students create colorful signage for different plant varieties.

School Garden Checklist
Define your garden’s purpose and outline a garden plan
Get approval from principal
Gather your garden team and select a Garden Manager
Apply for grants, gather donations and fundraise to raise garden funds.
Select a location with plenty of sunlight and nearby water source.
Have soil tested, or obtain soil from local nursery
Allow students to select what plants will grow. Plant fruits, vegetables and herbs
along with native plants and flowers.
Get planting!
Harvest fruits and vegetables to use in the cafeteria or for taste tests. Don’t forget to use
plant waste for a compost pile!
Keep your garden growing by creating a sustainability plan. Discuss who will
care for the garden during summer and upcoming school years.

Resources
Getting Started
Check out these online articles for additional tips on how to start your
garden!

Success with School and Community Gardens, The University of Arizona
Arizona Gardens for Learning, The Western Growers Foundation (Collective School Garden
Network)
How to Grow a School Garden, Ardin Bucklin-Sporer
Moving the Classroom Outdoors, Herbert Broda
Ripe for Change: Garden Based Learning in Schools, Jane Hirsch

Resources
Funding/Grants
American Honda Foundation

Wild Ones Seeds for Education Grant Program

Annie’s School Garden Grants

Nature Works Everywhere Garden Grants

Bonnie Plants 3rd Grade Cabbage Program

Sprouts Healthy Community Foundation
Neighborhood Grants

Captain Planet Foundation Grants
Western Growers Foundation
Whole Kids Foundation
Lowe’s Small Toolbox for Education Grant
Program

Resources
Food Safety
School Garden Food Safety Plan, The University of Arizona
Cooperative Extension

ADE Contact
Ashley Schimke
Farm to School & School Garden Specialist
Ashley.Schimke@azed.gov

Resources
Instagram Inspiration
@bluewatermelonproject

@growhousephx

@growhousephx

@mollenfoundation

@vilardigardens

@vilardigardens

@chef.inthegarden

@thefarmarizona

@thefarmarizona

@steadfastfarm

@nutriliciousosborn

@nutriliciousosborn

@edibleschoolyard

@rhylkitchen

@sweetlifegarden

