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Reflections on the Integration of a School Garden into the Pre-K Curriculum

Introduction/Need for Research
Priority 1 of the National Research Agenda of the American Association for Agricultural Education encourages exploring the “impact of agricultural literacy efforts on a variety of stakeholder behaviors” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 8).  Increasing the agricultural literacy of the general public has been a topic of interest and research for many years.  “Agriculture is too important a topic to be taught only to a relatively small percentage of students considering careers in agriculture and pursuing a vocational agriculture studies” (National Council for Agricultural Education, 1988, p. 1).  School gardens could be used to improve agricultural literacy of students and teachers.  “As commitment to gardening as a teaching tool develops, pre-service and in-service teachers need the educational tools to effectively implement a garden-based curriculum (DeMarco, Relf, & McDaniel, 1999, p. 280).”   The educational tools include the “interdisciplinary use of gardening, basic horticultural knowledge, and school gardening models for local adaptation” (DeMarco et al., 1999, p. 280).
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
The Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) was used as the theoretical framework for this research study.  This theory focuses on changing behaviors based on three factors: personal, behavioral, and environmental.  For purposes of this study the personal factors held by the teachers include beliefs, values, and prior knowledge.  Behavioral items include skills needed to integrate the school garden into their existing curriculum.  The environmental aspects include influences and surroundings which is the school garden and support from administration and researchers.  Education programs influenced by this theory take under consideration that all the factors are interrelated and each must be considered in order for there to be behavior change (Morris, Briggs, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2000).
Methodology
The purpose of this study was to explore the successes and challenges of a gardening program integrated into the Pre-K classrooms at a child development center.  The following research objectives guided the study:

1. Explore teachers views toward integration of agricultural components associated with a school garden.

2. Describe the successes of the school garden as a teaching tool.

3. Identify the challenges of utilizing the school garden as a teaching tool.

Focus group interviews were used as the primary method for data collection.  Focus group interviews rely upon group interaction for the planning of new programs and evaluating programs already in place (Glesne, 2006; Krueger, 1994).  The interactive feature of focus groups allows for more thorough and dynamic discussion of issues and ideas (Krueger, 1994).  The focus group conversations were audio-recorded and then later transcribed verbatim.  Efforts to ensure trustworthiness were achieved through an audit trail, purposive sampling, and peer debriefing.
Results
The participants of this study consisted of the [school] director, two pre-K teachers, and two student assistants at [school].  They were given 7 months to implement a gardening program into their curriculum.  While still conducting the program, the teachers were interviewed to obtain their opinions of the program’s successes and challenges.  
Research objective one explored teachers views toward integration of agricultural components associated with a school garden.  Several of the participants grew up helping parents and grandparents garden.  Currently, none of the participants actively garden in their free time, but were enthusiastic with the possibilities of this school garden. 
Research objective two described the successes of the school garden as a teaching tool.  The teachers agreed many aspects of the gardening program worked well.  The children were able to see first-hand what was being taught in the classroom, such as naming vegetables, fruits, and the water cycle.  Plants were used as experiments inside the classroom and the children were able to go outside each day to the garden.  The children learned about insects and animals that might affect a garden, as well as life lessons such as how to share and take turns.  The teachers agreed that the garden seemed to have an influence on the children’s eating habits by increasing their motivation to eat fruits and vegetables.
Research objective three identified the challenges of utilizing the school garden as a teaching tool.  The teachers were adamant about not having an efficient watering system, little to no parental participation, and suitable protection against common garden pests and animals.  They indicated the amount of garden produce was insufficient to ensure every child a sample to try.  The teachers admitted to having inadequate knowledge of basic gardening to be thorough in their lessons and lacked communication about what was actually being grown in the garden.
Conclusions and Implications
The focus group illuminated the prior knowledge held by the teachers and staff as well as the perceived successes and failures with integrating the garden into existing curriculum.  For teachers “to make the commitment of time and energy to school gardening, he or she must recognize and believe that gardening is a valuable teaching tool that will enhance the education of the students” (DeMarco et al., 1999, p. 280).  Participants communicated positive views toward the garden, but needed more assistance to take full advantage of the school garden.  The successes and challenges identified by the participants should be considered to improve the project.  Education programs influenced by the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) take under consideration that all the factors are interrelated and each must be considered in order for there to be behavior change (Morris, Briggs, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2000).  More efforts should be made to address all three factors in an effort to improve agricultural literacy.
Recommendations

The findings from this focus group can be used to make improvements to existing school gardens and help plan future gardens targeting pre-K aged children.  Additional training of the [school] staff is an essential component in order to help improve their ability to utilize the garden in the existing curriculum (Dobbs et al., 1998).  Teaching materials such as; lesson plans, activity ideas, posters, and videos, should be designed to help teachers better integrate the school garden into their existing curriculum (Dobbs et al., 1998).  Support in designing and caring for the garden is also critical for the effective implementation of learning opportunities. 
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