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The Impact of School Gardens on the Local School Community

Introduction
Public school gardens are becoming more and more popular across the US as school systems, educators, and consumers identify a cadre of positive outcomes from planting and harvesting fresh fruits and vegetables. Teachers at all academic grade levels are utilizing open space on their campuses to teach students the science behind our food.  School gardens help students understand where food comes from and can help them teach their families how to plant and harvest their own garden to save money and live healthier. School gardens can also help in providing fresh food for the school, cutting spending on vegetables that would otherwise be purchased from a market (Feenstra, 2002). Graham, et al., (2005) state that school systems should implement gardens as a learning laboratory to increase student’s attention and enthusiasm for learning.  

In addition to providing fresh and healthy food, it has been documented that students who participate in school garden projects have shown increased performance on standardized tests (Graham, et al., 2005). By taking action at the local school level and educating students by a proven means, several national issues can be addressed including obesity, nutrition, and the local economy (Burros, 2009). It is believed that in order to educate the community, children in schools should be educated so they may teach their families at home (Burros, 2009).  These concerns coincide with the lack of outdoor education that children need to better understand food and farming (Dillon, et al., 2005).  These issues can be addressed by implementing gardens on school campuses (Burros, 2009).  One may argue that school gardens are necessary to combat childhood obesity. The use of school gardens allow students to learn about nutrition and healthy eating as well as promoting physical activity (James, et al., 2004).  School gardens help with nutrition education by letting the student’s plant and harvest the garden while learning which nutrients come from the vegetables and fruit (Morris, et al., 2002).

The main purpose of this study was to determine the overall use of school gardens. The objectives of the study were to identify: The percent of teachers and students involved with school gardens; the resources necessary to establish school gardens; the size of current gardens; the utilization of gardens and garden products in teaching; the extent of community involvement; and, the seasons of the year that gardens are utilized. 

Methodology
All middle and high school agricultural education teachers from the 321 agricultural education programs in [state] were invited to participate in an on-line survey. Of the 321 programs across [state], teachers representing 184 programs responded to the on-line survey. This sample represents 57% of the middle and high school agricultural education programs across [state]. Because of the nature of this study, no follow-up emails were sent to non-respondents. 

Results    
Results indicate that teachers’ representing101 agricultural education programs (55%) utilize a school garden and 70 (84%) of those who don’t currently have a garden said they would like to establish a garden at their school. Teachers identified four resources that would aid them in establishing a garden: 1. Fifty percent identified money and grants; 2. Thirty-five percent identified gardening supplies and equipment; 3. Ten percent listed the need for garden construction plans/blueprints; and 4. Five percent identified location on the school campus. 

Of those reporting a school garden, size ranged from less than 50 square feet to over 500 square feet. Eighty-one percent of the gardens were less-than 500 square feet. Thirty-four percent of the teachers stated that 50 or more students were involved in the garden project while 37% of teachers reported that 21-50 students were involved. Time spent on the topic of gardening in the classroom varied widely from less than 1 hour per week to more than 5 hours per week with most teachers reporting that time varied depending on the season. Time in the garden mirrored closely the time spent in the classroom on gardening with most teachers spending 1-2 hours a week in the classroom and 1-2 hours per week in the garden.  Forty-seven percent of the produce from the school garden was utilized in the classroom in taste tests and 30% was used by students in their homes. However, only 3 percent of teachers reported providing cooking and preparation instruction. Community involvement was strong with 40% of the teachers reporting community partners from groups and individuals such as farmers, parents, other teachers, and students. Spring gardens (41%) and fall gardens (31%) were used most often. Sixteen percent of teachers reported year-round school gardens. 

Conclusions
School gardens are popular in agricultural education programs. Over one-half of the programs in [state] have a school garden and another 70 teachers (22%) report they would like to have a school garden. A number of factors limit the use of gardens at some schools. Utilization of the garden produce in teaching is low, especially for instruction in cooking and preparation. Less than 50% of the teachers use school gardens in any one season.  

The number of students involved in school garden projects varies widely. This may be due to class size and the number of classes in which the topics relevant to gardening are appropriate. Also, garden size seems small with 81% of the gardens under 500 square feet. Larger gardens would accommodate more students and perhaps allow for individual production areas. 

The percentage of partnerships in gardening projects is encouraging (40%). Many community members and other school personnel are involved in the projects. Continued partnerships in classroom instruction on the utilization of vegetables may extend learning to other areas of the curriculum, as well as into the students’ homes.  

Recommendations
The popularity of gardening in schools across the US presents a unique opportunity for agriculture educators to utilize school gardens in the classroom, as well as partner with community members, organizations and other school personnel. Also, it has been shown that school gardens provide a vehicle to increase student’s attention and enthusiasm for learning as well as increasing test scores. Recommendations from this study are to: Work with school administrators and community leaders to remove barriers to establishing school gardens; Extend the curriculum and garden partnerships into product preparation; and, Enlarge garden plots and extend the season of use to include more students. Teachers may find that the school garden can be a useful teaching tool year-round, and especially in the fall and spring when regular classes are in session. 
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