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òTell me and I forget, teach me and I remember,  

involve me and I learn.ó Benjamin Franklin 

he Garden Network is a project of the Kootenai Environ-

mental Alliance (KEA).    This guide was developed with 

funding support from New Priorities Foundation.  The in-

tent of The Garden Network is to provide a one-stop-shop 

for teachers and other interested adults seeking information about es-

tablishing, funding, and maintaining a childrenõs garden.  It is designed to 

walk you through the organizational aspects of a gardening program: 

the process of getting started and continuing, allowing for success each 

step of the way.  

   The process outlined will not be new information to many of you and 

you may find yourself saying, òI remember reading or seeing this some-

where before.ó  What we have done is take what has worked for suc-

cessful gardens and compiled it into what, we hope, is an easy-to-follow, 

one-stop guide.   

   It is our desire that you and your students enjoy and learn every step 

of the way you take toward creating a special place that will be a learn-

ing center for many years. 



 

ardens created and maintained by children may not be the biggest or the prettiest, 

and they probably wonõt grace the list of the Top Ten Places to See in your commu-

nity, however, one could suspect they might be the most productive learning centers in a 

school, developing our children into future gardeners and, more importantly, future stew-

ards of our natural resources and our communities. 
 

    Whether you are striving to foster earth stewardship in school children, teach science 

concepts, water conservation, math and economic principles, make literature come alive 

through an enchanting Peter Rabbit garden, or just give a facelift to an otherwise uninviting 

vacant lot, gardens can be a powerful avenue through which we bring about positive change 

in childrenõs surroundings and in their lives.          

   Gardens are a also a place where the learning goes both ways, where the roles of teacher 

and student often blur, and where we welcome children to perhaps find beauty and recrea-

tion in ways that donõt involve organized team, or keeping score.  Knowledge, skills, and 

imaginations are encouraged to grow as the garden grows. Gardens are places where chil-

drenõs curiosity about nature and natural systems is fostered, and skills developed in design-

ing and caring for the garden that improve their future ability to build and care for the com-

munities and neighborhoods in which we all live.   

    The garden is an innovative teaching tool that lets educators incorporate hands-on learn-

ing in a diversity of interdisciplinary standards-based lessons.  There is no better environ-

ment than a garden to plant the seeds of knowledge and experience the joy of learning ñ 

and itõs fun! 

 



fter identifying the need for a garden at your school, recognizing the benefits a gardening program will 

provide for the students, and identifying your potential partners/supporters, you are ready to make 

your vision a reality. 

Step 1: Seeking Administrative Approval  

Your first step is to gain support of your schoolõs administrator.  An enthusiastic and supportive principal is 

key to the development of your school garden, whether approving and arranging teacher time for work-

shops, finding and tapping funding sources, or promoting the garden to the community. It is essential that 

the principal be an active participant in the process.  Before you set up a meeting, develop an outline of 

your vision: 

How the garden can be incorporated into the standards-based curriculum as a hands-on teaching 

tool (this is often a make-or-break element in receiving approval). 

How the garden will benefit students and the community. 

List of potential supporters. 

Tentative plan of action (steps you will take to create a school garden ð you could use this chap-

ter as your plan). 

Other school administrators can also play an important role.  Seek 

your principalõs guidance on additional contacts, who may include 

your superintendent, school board members or other local govern-

ment officials, up to and including your state and federal legislators.  

Itõs worth your while to gain their support and approval from the 

start. They love to be involved and associated with innovative pro-

grams, and their support can translate into tangible and intangible 

contributions.  

 

Step 2: Creating a Support Network  

Once you have a green light from your administrator(s), it is time to garner your support network, which is  

the key to sustaining your gardening project.   

Begin building your network by conducting a brainstorming session.  Invite the people you have 

identified as potential partners/supporters. Spread the word by presenting your project idea at a 

faculty, school board, or PTO meeting and inviting interested people to join your brainstorming 

session. Send email invitations to the school community, hang posters, place an announcement in 

the local newspaper and promote the brainstorming session on your school web site, and ask in-

terested community organizations to do the same. 

  Community Volunteers: members of community organizations and the community at large add 

depth to your program and open up new opportunities for resources, including funding.  Donõt forget local  

     



farmers, Master Gardeners, college students, and agriculture professors, 

landscape designers or architects, and plant nursery staff.  And donõt forget 

your schoolõs neighbors, who often can provide summer watering and 

keep an eye on the garden when school is not is session. 

An important volunteer to look for is someone who is willing and has 

the time to serve as the garden coordinator.  This individual will help or-

ganize communication, scheduling, and other details that support you as 

the garden program grows in size and scope.  You may want to recruit 

two or three people to share this job.  Look for individuals that are good 

at delegating responsibilities and following up to make sure jobs are completed.    

Step 3: Linking the Garden to Your Curriculum  

The garden is a tool to help you accomplish your learning objectives, not an added task for your work-

load.  The garden team will need to brainstorm ways to accomplish the learning objectives through gar-

den lessons and activities.  These questions can be useful to guide the team in this task: 

What topics do you want to teach through the garden? 

What plants do you want to grow? 

Do you want one central theme for the garden or several? 

Which classes will be involved with the garden? 

Do you want to use the garden once a year for an in-depth study or incorporate the garden 

into a yearlong interdisciplinary curriculum? 

It is best to start small and leave room for your garden to grow.  This is best accomplished by setting 

both short-term and long-term goals.  For instance, you may want to create a butterfly garden in a half-

acre courtyard at the school.  Make it a multi-year project and break it into stages to keep the work at 

a manageable level, so you donõt exhaust the enthusiasm of your students and volunteers.  This will al-

low for project growth each year, adding momentum to your efforts and creating feelings of ownership 

from new participants.  Make sure you put your goals in writing, creating a summary document that you 

can distribute to all participants.  Share your plans with other teachers, administrators, and community 

members.  It will raise awareness of your project, spreading excitement and anticipation and garner 

support. 

It will take time and energy to develop your support garden team network, but the rewards are worth 

the effort.  Involving the school and the local community promotes the projectõs sustainability because 

responsibilities donõt fall entirely on the shoulders of one champion.  If that champion eventually leaves 

the area or retires, the garden still flourishes.  Additionally, the likelihood of vandalism is far lower be-

cause a large group of  people have a stake in the success of the program. Connections to potential vol-

unteers and donors are greater, and it encourages cross-generational mentoring and friendships among 

students and community members.  And finally, it brings needed expertise and fresh ideas to the pro-

ject. At the brainstorming session, present your initial vision for the garden and the role the garden 

support team will play, and then develop a list of people interested in the garden project.   

 



Be aware that many people who may be have an interest are hesitant to sign up through large meet-

ings, so you will want to follow up with personal invitations to individuals you feel would make a valu-

able member of the team. 

Create your garden team ña group of diverse individuals that will act as an advisory and 

planning team.  Before enlisting other interested teachers, school staff, students, parents, 

community volunteers, non-profit organizations,  Master Gardeners, etc., envision how they 

could participate and what their responsibilities might be.  Do you want help in planning, 

implementing, or maintaining the garden, or help in all stages?  Not all members of your 

team need to contribute in the same way or at the same time.  

Garner a group of people who will work well together and invest the time, energy, and pa-

tience to accomplish the goals of the garden project.  The garden team is best composed of 

focused individuals who are willing to meet regularly and share in the responsibility of actu-

ally getting a garden started. Teachers across the country have noticed that potential team 

members from the following groups tend to be more invested over time in the garden pro-

ject, are usually more supportive and less likely to get bored and quit. 

  Teachers:  teachers are valuable contributors because they have a firm under-

standing of curricular goals, know the students well, and have access to school facilities and 

supplies.  Additionally, itõs more fun to approach the 

garden as a teaching team, and that takes the burden 

off one teacher to keep the program alive. 

  Students:  when students are more in-

volved in all stages of the process, they are more in-

vested in the projectõs success and inspired to care for 

and respect their schoolyard oasis. 

  Maintenance Staff: a good relationship 

with the custodian staff is critical to a successful garden 

program.  They can help you find valuable resources, 

and because they frequently work year-round can help 

keep an eye on gardens during breaks and vacations.  When the maintenance staff is included 

as a member of the garden team, they feel  ownership and are far less likely to view your pro-

ject as an inconvenience or an unnecessary addition to their workload. 

  Food Service Staff: lunchroom scraps provide excellent materials for your com-

post pile, and the food service staff can assist you in planning healthful foods to plant in your 

garden. 

  Parents: parents often prove to be your best resource as they may have con-

nections to funding, needed supplies, and can provide expertise in many areas.  They are en-

thusiastic supporters for programs that provide learning experiences for  their children.. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROGRAM SPOTLIGHT 

Borah Elementary School  

Coeur dõAlene 



ith goals in hand, you are ready to design your garden.  The design should be practical, func-

tional, and fun!  Involve your students and garden team in the process.  To prepare for the 

design phase of your garden, put on your creativity hat, adopt an adventurous attitude, and open your 

mind to all possibilities.  Gather ideas from other schools, botanic gardens, magazines, garden shows, 

web sites, and the imagination of your students and garden team.  Remember to look at the future 

garden through the eyes of a child.  It is critical for your students and garden team to be active par-

ticipants during this phase.  Throughout this phase they should feel like valuable contributors.  Ce-

menting a strong connection during the design process will ensure they become diligent caretakers 

once the garden is a reality. 

   As you plan, there are two very important things to keep in mind:  the garden should be both 

fun and functional.   

   Keep it simple .  Dream large, but start with a plan that is manageable for your school, students, 

and your garden team.  Remember that it is the smiling children learning in the garden that makes it 

beautiful, not a fancy and complicated design. 

Step 1: Getting Started  

Begin designing by gathering ideas as suggested above.  Next give your students and garden team a 

chance to brainstorm.  Find the common trends.  For instance, a common trend might include birds, 

butterflies, etc., which might suggest a garden that supports wildlife; or it might include fruits and 

vegetables, suggesting a garden that focuses on edible plants.  

Step 2: Types of Gardens  

No two gardens look exactly alike, but there are some basic techniques used for constructing indoor 

school gardens and some different techniques used for those outdoors. 

  Indoor Gardens: the simplest form of indoor gardening is to grow plants in front of win

- dows that receive a decent amount of sunlight.  Grow lights (fluorescent tube lights designed 

 to hang low over growing areas)  are a more effective way to produce indoor crops.  Green

 houses are the most efficient form of indoor gardening. 

  Outdoor Gardens: the traditional outdoor garden is planted in 

 the ground of a school yard.  Raised garden beds are another option.  

 Framed raised beds are more permanent and define the garden bed 

 area. A third outdoor option is to plant in containers such as clay and 

 plastic pots, large wooden barrels and buckets, and old bathtubs.  

Step 3: Site Analysis  

Once the type of garden or combination of gardens that best fit the need and resources is decided, 

you need to find a place to put it.  It is usually best to locate your garden in a prominent area of the 

schoolyard to increase involvement and decrease the likelihood of vandalism.  To determine the use-

fulness of a site, your garden team needs to complete a site analysis that consists of evaluating the  



growing area and environmental conditions of potential garden areas. You will need to investigate the 

size and existing features such as pathways, water sources, amount of  sunlight  and  shaded areas;  

soil condition ; water drainage ; the accessibility  of the area; security and safety ; and if there is 

any future use already in the school plan such a new cafeteria or classroom wing.  

Using grid or graph paper and an appropriate scale, sketch a garden layout that notes all of the above 

as well as the parameters of the proposed site. 

Step 4: Needs Inventory  

Once you nail down a site, it is time to complete a needs inventory.  Start  by comparing your brain-

storming ideas with the curricular goals.  What garden components from the brainstorming list com-

plement those goals? 

To help you get started, here is a list of common school garden components: 

Garden bedsñgarden beds can be created in various shapes and sizes.  If you keep the 

growing areas no more than four feet wide, everyone should be able to reach all the plants.  

You can develop rectangular beds evenly in rows, circular gardens, beds sliced pie-fashion by 

pathways, geometric designs around a central meeting area, or scatter beds of different sizes 

and shapes throughout the garden site.  Be as creative as your site and resources allow. 

Pathsñpaths organize traffic flow, and reduce the risk of plants getting trampled.  Make 

your main pathways 4-6 feet wide to accommodate wheelchairs and wheelbarrows. Keep 

pathways distinct and weed-free.  As your garden grows, you can fill your pathways with 

bricks, pebbles, crushed stone or other permanent material. 

Irrigation systemñalthough watering by hand using watering 

cans and/or hoses is an option, this job becomes cumbersome 

and can detract from the garden experience.  Drip irrigation 

and water-conserving sprinkler systems installed before plant-

ing will save time and often result in a healthier garden. 

Gathering placesñin a shady part of the garden, a picnic table, 

bench, group of hay bales, or logs provides an ideal place for 

gathering for outdoor lessons, doing arts and crafts, writing in 

journals, or just getting relief from the sun! 

Toolshed or storage areaña toolshed or storage area is a 

good central location for cleaning, organizing, and protecting 

tools and equipment. 

Compost areasñif you designate a place for a compost pile, students can convert garden 

and lunchroom waste into a rich, soil-building ingredient and witness the wonders of de-

composition.  Worm farms are great a way to compost.   

Weather stationñconsider cultivating keen weather watchers by incorporating a weather 

station into your garden.  A greenhouse is another excellent component to consider. 

.  



Step 5: Putting Design to Paper  

With a completed site analysis and needs inventory in hand, take a copy of the garden layout devel-

oped in the site analysis and work with the garden team and students to create a landscape design. 

The easiest way to  accomplish a landscape design is to use a trick of the landscape designer trade ð

bubble diagrams.  Draw a bubble representing each component of the garden (beds, sitting area, path-

ways, etc.).  Bubbles can be drawn quickly and in different colors.  The idea is to experiment by put-

ting the bubbles in different configurations (e.g. placing the sitting area in the middle of the garden ver-

sus placing it on a side of the garden), shapes (e.g. circular beds versus rectangular bed), and sizes (e.g. 

a few large garden beds versus multiple small beds) until you develop a general idea of where to place 

the different components. 

Once there is an idea of where to place things, create a more detailed design.  Begin by defining beds 

and pathways.  Be sure to draw a plan to scale so that you are accurate in the use of space. Also cre-

ate a plan for irrigation.  Although you will need to leave room to be flexible, careful planning is im-

portant to help determine supplies and materials. 

The last step will be to select plants.  Your students and garden team should choose plants that can 

grow success-

fully in your re-

gion and that 

can be properly 

cared for and 

harvested when 

the students are 

around.  When 

possible, incor-

porate drought-

tolerant and na-

tive planting: 

they will ease 

maintenance and 

serve as a tool 

for teaching sus-

tainable land-

scape practices.  

Deciding where 

to place the 

plants in your garden takes some consideration.  Have your students use all the resources available 

(books, garden magazines, local garden clubs, garden centers, plant nurseries, Master Gardeners, and 

Cooperative Extension office) to research potential plants. 

Although the designs do not need to be complex, if you have a large project, you may want to con-

sider finding a local landscape designer who is willing to donate time.  They can make sure youõve con-

sidered all available options and potential problem areas and help you move the design forward.  Try 

to find a firm or individual who will engage students and the garden team in the planning and design 

process.  


